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  Chapter 1: The Poor Hero

    
      Chapter 1 - The Poor Hero
    

    
      I hated poverty.
    

    
      Then again, was I the only one who hated it?
    

    
      Under the skies of capitalism, everyone probably wants to be rich.
    

    
      Someone once said.
    

    
      To live gratefully for what you've been given.
    

    
      Bullshit. In my childhood, the only thing I was given was severe poverty.
    

    
      I was 8 years old.
    

    
      My father took me and my younger brother to the stationery store in front of the school.
    

    
      “Kids! Pick whatever you want!”
    

    
      It was unexpected.
    

    
      Because my father was the type of man who trembled over a single 100-won coin.
    

    
      In any case, it was clear that this wasn't an everyday opportunity.
    

    
      After all, it was Children's Day.
    

    
      With an exclamation of ‘Wa-!!’, my younger brother ran towards where the dinosaur toys were.
    

    
      I stood quietly and scanned the stationery store.
    

    
      My pounding heart was the same as my brother's.
    

    
      A basketball? A toy gun? A mini-car?
    

    
      No. It's that one.
    

    
      What caught my eye was a figurine modeled after a cartoon protagonist.
    

    
      A hero wearing a purple mask and a leather jacket.
    

    
      I don't know why, but I was particularly drawn to that one.
    

    
      “This one! Please buy me this one!”
    

    
      My father took the pterodactyl my brother chose and the figurine I chose and headed to the counter.
    

    
      “How much is it?”
    

    
      My father exchanged some words with the stationery store owner.
    

    
      As the conversation dragged on, a sense of anxiety welled up, but it was Children's Day.
    

    
      I needlessly scanned the other toys, trying to distract myself.
    

    
      Only after a long while did my father come back holding the figurine.
    

    
      Then, he smiled benevolently and said,
    

    
      “Yong-gi. This one won't do.”
    

    
      Just as I thought.
    

    
      I wasn't particularly disappointed either.
    

    
      It wasn't the first or second time my father had broken a promise.
    

    
      “Why? Is this expensive?”
    

    
      “No, it’s made in China. The chances of it being a fake are high. If it were American-made or Japanese-made, I would've gladly bought it for you, but…”
    

    
      He made a long-winded excuse, but I had a vague guess as to the real reason.
    

    
      It was probably because he didn't have enough money.
    

    
      “Then I'll take this one.”
    

    
      I roughly picked up a random dinosaur doll from nearby and handed it to my father.
    

    
      After paying, my father placed the doll firmly in my hand.
    

    
      The smile hanging on the corners of his lips trembled pathetically.
    

    
      At that moment, as I let out a deep sigh while leaving the stationery store, a Gate opened for the first time and a monster shot out.
    

    
      People screamed, and the area in front of the school became a scene of utter chaos.
    

    
      My father pulled my hand.
    

    
      “Choi Yong-gi! This way! Run!”
    

    
      It was an urgent situation, but my gaze was fixed on the figurine displayed beyond the glass.
    

    
      I turned 10 years old.
    

    
      On Earth, a select few humans Awakened.
    

    
      Among them, some used the great strength and special abilities they were given to fight against the monsters.
    

    
      People called them Hunters.
    

    
      The Hunters belonging to the upper ranks swept up wealth and fame.
    

    
      The prices of daily necessities skyrocketed, and life became even harder for the unchosen people.
    

    
      I held on to a sliver of hope, thinking 'what if'.
    

    
      If I became a Hunter?
    

    
      Wouldn't I be able to escape this god-awful swamp of poverty?
    

    
      However, as expected, there were no Awakeners in our family.
    

    
      Saying he was going on an overseas business trip, my father left me and my younger brother with our paternal grandmother.
    

    
      As soon as I followed the gloomy stairs down and entered the one-room semi-basement, I realized.
    

    
      Ah, so poverty is passed down.
    

    
      Moldy wallpaper, a flickering fluorescent light, the musty smell of poverty seeping into every nook and cranny.
    

    
      Everything was so similar to the house I used to live in that it felt familiar.
    

    
      “I'll make a lot of money and be back in a year! You trust your father, right? Mom! Please take care of the kids!”
    

    
      My stooped grandmother, holding the broom she had been using to wipe the floor, stared intently at me.
    

    
      “Son of a bitch. He looks exactly like his father.”
    

    
      I didn't dislike my grandmother for her crude remarks mixed with parental insults.
    

    
      Because contrary to her grumbling nature, she took frugal yet attentive care of my younger brother and me.
    

    
      “Let's eat.”
    

    
      On the dinner table, there was always a pale-white beef and radish soup with steamed rice.
    

    
      It was called beef and radish soup, but there was no beef.
    

    
      The only solid ingredients were a lump of fat from who-knows-where and completely mushy radish, but it was better than starving.
    

    
      Actually, I didn't know until then.
    

    
      I thought everyone was poor like me.
    

    
      After I started school, and as the grades went up, minor differences started to catch my eye.
    

    
      While my brother and I walked to school for over 40 minutes in worn-out clothes, someone else would get dropped off in front of the school in a foreign car driven by their parents.
    

    
      When I went to play at a friend's house, my jaw dropped.
    

    
      The entryway with the shoe rack was separate from the living room, and a huge TV occupied the living room wall.
    

    
      The bathroom was bigger than my grandmother's entire house.
    

    
      I felt strange the whole way back.
    

    
      Seeing how heavy my footsteps were, I think I was a little depressed.
    

    
      In the distance, I saw my grandmother collecting wastepaper.
    

    
      “Grandma!”
    

    
      I rolled up my sleeves and collected wastepaper with her.
    

    
      My grandmother stared intently at me with her deep, wrinkled eyes.
    

    
      “Yong-gi, aren't you ashamed of this granny of yours?”
    

    
      “What's there to be ashamed of? Dad, who's a habitual liar that spouts bullshit whenever he opens his mouth, is more embarrassing.”
    

    
      As expected, my dad, who said he'd come get us after a year, didn't keep his promise.
    

    
      “Yong-gi, what're ya gonna be when you grow up?”
    

    
      “A rich man.”
    

    
      I answered without hesitation.
    

    
      “Grandma. Just wait a little. I'm gonna make a fucking ton of money and let you live in a house like a palace.”
    

    
      “Hey, you son of a bitch. What's with the 'fucking' in front of an adult! You wanna get fucking beaten?!”
    

    
      Getting smacked hard on the back by my grandmother snapped me to my senses, and my gloomy feelings disappeared.
    

    
      My grandmother, who had been in the middle of hitting my back, stopped her hand.
    

    
      “Yong-gi, you punk. Make just one promise with your grandma.”
    

    
      “What promise?”
    

    
      “Being rich is fine, and being poor is fine, too. But do what you believe is right. Got it?”
    

    
      I wondered what she meant by that out of the blue, but seeing her serious expression, I nodded without a word of complaint.
    

    
      I turned 17 years old.
    

    
      In addition to the academic and vocational tracks, a specialized Hunter track was created for high schools.
    

    
      Gate specialization teams, equipment development, Hunter training construction teams, etc.
    

    
      It was a professional training center for jobs that supported Awakeners.
    

    
      Because I wanted to make money as soon as possible, I chose that path without hesitation.
    

    
      My younger brother, despite being just an elementary schooler, started to go astray, as if he'd caught chuunibyou.
    

    
      When he was younger, he used to take it upon himself to help grandma with cleaning and washing the dishes, but he gradually stopped going to school.
    

    
      After I smacked him a few times, he started leaving home altogether and wouldn't come back for days.
    

    
      When night came, I closed my eyes in the small, single room where the cold wind still whistled in through the cracks.
    

    
      My grandmother would let out pained groans all night, as if she were sick somewhere.
    

    
      I turned 20 years old.
    

    
      I could have gone to college, but I gave up on it early on.
    

    
      I couldn't afford the tuition.
    

    
      Tuition, my ass.
    

    
      We didn't even have money for living expenses.
    

    
      The days my grandmother spent lying down all day, unable to even support her own body, grew more frequent.
    

    
      As the eldest son, I had to take responsibility for our livelihood.
    

    
      Convenience stores, loading and unloading parcels, manual labor, wiping blood off monster corpses, even factory work.
    

    
      I did all sorts of odd jobs, whatever I could get my hands on.
    

    
      When I turned 23, I was dragged off to the military.
    

    
      ‘Dragged off’ is the right way to put it.
    

    
      After the appearance of monsters, the conditions for military exemption became stricter.
    

    
      The fact that I had maintained a steady monthly income by getting a factory job actually worked against me, and I failed to qualify for an exemption due to financial hardship.
    

    
      I enlisted, leaving behind my 18-year-old delinquent brother and a frail old woman.
    

    
      When I was a Private First Class, my younger brother came for a visit by himself.
    

    
      The atmosphere in the visiting room was bustling with families who came to see their sons and couples in love.
    

    
      “Where's Grandma?”
    

    
      My younger brother just shed tears endlessly, drop by drop.
    

    
      He said it was cancer.
    

    
      The doctor showed me a picture of a cancerous tumor in my grandmother's abdomen that was larger than my fist.
    

    
      He blamed me, asking why I had let it get to this point.
    

    
      A week before my discharge.
    

    
      My grandmother passed away.
    

    
      Almost no one came to the funeral.
    

    
      Not even our father.
    

    
      In this world, my brother and I.
    

    
      It felt like we were the only two left.
    

    
      I didn't cry, not until after the funeral procession was over and I came home.
    

    
      While I was organizing my grandmother's belongings, I found a letter in a drawer.
    

    
      — To my dear Yong-gi.
    

    
      The moment I saw the crooked handwriting, my vision blurred.
    

    
      At the end, it was written like this.
    

    
      — Survive and be strong. Together with your brother.
    

    
      Along with the letter, there was ten million won in cash.
    

    
      It was the money she had saved up, untouched, from the salary I had sent her from time to time during my military service.
    

    
      That's when, for the first time, the dam in my heart broke.
    

    
      I screamed and cried as if I were exploding.
    

    
      The next day, I had a premonition that the time had come to give up something important in my life.
    

    
      Something like a simple dream I'd secretly cherished.
    

    
      When I could afford to later on, I really wanted to help kids who were struggling like me.
    

    
      I knew better than anyone how hard it is to grow up in a broken home.
    

    
      Was even that a luxury for me?
    

    
      My younger brother, who was about to take the CSAT, made a shocking declaration.
    

    
      “Hyung. I'm gonna quit school.”
    

    
      After Grandma passed away, I made a vow.
    

    
      To survive and be strong, just as she'd said in her will.
    

    
      “Shut up and go to college.”
    

    
      My brother was so smart that giving up on college would have been a waste.
    

    
      I couldn't let him live a rough and crude life like mine.
    

    
      Grandmother's death wasn't all bad.
    

    
      Perhaps because the shock was so great, my brother got a grip, focused on his studies, and got into a prestigious medical school.
    

    
      I was curious why he chose medical school of all things, but I didn't bother asking.
    

    
      I figured it was probably related to Grandma.
    

    
      He probably wanted to save people who were dying from incurable diseases or because they couldn't afford treatment.
    

    
      I went back to the factory.
    

    
      It was a third-tier supplier for a major corporation that made Hunter equipment—in other words, a subcontractor's subcontractor.
    

    
      From age 25 after my discharge until I was 35.
    

    
      For 10 years, I didn't rest a single time.
    

    
      During that time, my life changed little by little.
    

    
      While paying for my brother's tuition, I moved us into a two-room jeonse* apartment.
    

    
      [N: Jeonse is a housing rental system in Korea where instead of paying monthly installments to a landlord, a large lump-sum payment is deposited for the duration of the contract.]
    

    
      My brother and I were each able to have our own room.
    

    
      My brother graduated from medical school and obtained his national medical license.
    

    
      Everything seemed to be going smoothly.
    

    
      But why was that?
    

    
      At some point, my brother stopped talking to me.
    

    
      I was busy collapsing from exhaustion and sleeping after work, and my brother would also shut himself in his room when he came home.
    

    
      After living like that for a few years, my brother got married.
    

    
      As he left the house, my brother asked me to throw away all his belongings.
    

    
      Contact with him naturally faded away.
    

    
      One day, when I had turned 42.
    

    
      I received the news of my brother's death from a woman who came to see me.
    

    
      She said she was my brother's wife.
    

    
      “He was murdered by a Villain.”
    

    
      She continuously stroked her belly with a trembling hand, perhaps because she was pregnant.
    

    
      There was a limit to what public authorities alone could do to subdue Villains.
    

    
      My brother's wife had a miscarriage due to extreme stress.
    

    
      I scraped together all the money I had and hired a private Hunter.
    

    
      “Just trust me, client. I'll bring you their heads.”
    

    
      The man who had boasted so confidently just took the money and disappeared.
    

    
      An empty laugh escaped me.
    

    
      Heheh. Grandma. I tried to survive and be strong, but life isn't so easy.
    

    
      When my heart ached with pain, I emptied my mind and stopped thinking.
    

    
      Like a lost soul trapped in the deepest hell, I worked, and worked again.
    

    
      1 year, 2 years, 5 years, 10 years...
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was in my 50s.
    

    
      My face was full of wrinkles, and the factory I used to work at went bankrupt and shut down.
    

    
      The result of working for nearly 30 years without rest?
    

    
      I had finally escaped poverty.
    

    
      My bank account balance, with interest piling on interest, had accumulated to over one billion won.
    

    
      “Cough.”
    

    
      When I coughed, blood splattered onto the sink.
    

    
      The doctor said,
    

    
      “It's cancer.”
    

    
      In my ignorance, I hadn't known.
    

    
      That not only poverty, but illness too, is passed down.
    

    
      I had enough money for treatment, but I refused admission and left the hospital.
    

    
      Balls of fire fell from the sky.
    

    
      A hole was torn through the clear clouds, and countless monsters poured out.
    

    
      Was I hallucinating?
    

    
      The corpses of Hunters piled up on the once-peaceful land.
    

    
      Lifting my head, I saw a human-like figure with horns on its head amidst the black flames.
    

    
      In the extraordinary atmosphere, everyone without exception tried to get away from the figure.
    

    
      Countless people brushed past me.
    

    
      An unknown voice rang out, so thunderous it felt like it would tear my eardrums.
    

    
      <<You insect-like things. Disappear.>>
    

    
      When he gestured, the ground collapsed.
    

    
      A few who had been wailing to survive vanished beneath the ground in an instant, along with their screams.
    

    
      The monsters rampaging nearby all had blood-red mouths.
    

    
      A monster with wings and sharp teeth, one that looked like a pterodactyl, bit into my waist.
    

    
      I tried to resist, but it was useless.
    

    
      Spilling my guts, I became the monster's prey.
    

    
      Ah, so this is how I die.
    

    
      I had always been curious.
    

    
      What does a person think of when they face death?
    

    
      Fear? Regret? Repentance?
    

    
      So, this is finally the end.
    

    
      The emotion I felt was a sense of liberation.
    

    
      The thing that flashed before my eyes like a revolving lantern as I was being crushed in the monster's jaws...
    

    
      Was the figurine.
    

    
      The hero wearing the purple mask.
    

    
      Now I finally understand.
    

    
      Why I was so enthusiastic about that one.
    

    
      Unlike other heroes, he had no reliable comrades.
    

    
      He had no money, no fame, no family.
    

    
      He just silently fought against his enemies alone.
    

    
      Even in the moment of his death, he did not compromise with the villains.
    

    
      I envied him, who, though poor, was always noble.
    

    
      Looking back, poverty was just an excuse.
    

    
      I resented my father my whole life, and overworked my body as if to atone for the feeling that I couldn't protect my grandmother and brother.
    

    
      As I fell endlessly into the darkness, I made a vow.
    

    
      If I have a next life,
    

    
      Like Grandma said.
    

    
      I will live proudly, upholding my beliefs without being discouraged by something like poverty.
    

    
      And it would be even better if I could step up myself and joyfully beat the crap out of the forces of evil, instead of relying on a con man.
    

    
      Just like the protagonist of a childish but overly hopeful cartoon.
    

    
      In my fading consciousness, I heard an unfamiliar voice.
    

    
      [ Awakening ]
    

    
      [ Talent: Purchase ]
    

    
      : You can buy the abilities of a being you admire.
    

    
      I also saw a hazy hallucination.
    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    
      1. Super Kid Series.
    

    
      - <Superman's Judgment>
    

    
      : 1,000,000 won per use.
    

    
      - <God's Aura>
    

    
      : 5,000,000 won per day.
    

    
      …….
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Hey, you son of a bitch!”
    

    
      Startled by the sensation of someone smacking my back, I opened my eyes.
    

    
      “I called you so many times! How long are you gonna fucking sleep! Let's eat!”
    

    
      When I turned my head, I saw a small dining table set before me.
    

    
      It was the beef and radish soup with only fat, and steamed rice.
    

    
      A complaint burst out from my younger brother who was next to me.
    

    
      “This again? I'm sick of it!”
    

    
      It's the one-room semi-basement with black mold on the walls.
    

    
      I sat up and looked at my reflection in the small vanity mirror.
    

    
      Not the middle-aged man in his late 50s.
    

    
      It was the appearance of a sturdy young man.
    

    
      Am I dreaming?
    

    
      Or is this place, where I repeat an infinitely unhappy life, actually hell?
    

    
      Before I could even understand what had happened to me.
    

    
      As I blinked, a blue window was generated.
    

    
      [ Awakener's Balance ]
    

    
      : ₩1,078,565,998
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      Chapter 2 - What is This Money For?
    

    
      [ Awakener's Balance ]
    

    
      – ₩1,078,565,998
    

    
      My whole life, I was obsessively fixated on money.
    

    
      Even when no one told me to, I instinctively counted the numbers with my eyes.
    

    
      Ones, tens, hundreds, thousands...
    

    
      Roughly one billion.
    

    
      It was the same amount I had saved by working myself to death, dedicating my entire life to it.
    

    
      What in the world...
    

    
      “What the? Is this son of a bitch's earholes clogged?!”
    

    
      My grandmother thrust her face right in front of mine.
    

    
      She, who shouts in a sharp, ringing voice from the corners of her wrinkled mouth, but whose gaze is endlessly warm.
    

    
      The person I missed more than anyone.
    

    
      Belatedly, a lump formed in my throat.
    

    
      To think I'm face to face with my grandmother while she's alive.
    

    
      How long has it been?
    

    
      Whether this is a dream or hell.
    

    
      It didn't matter anymore.
    

    
      To be able to see my grandmother, even for a brief moment, how thankful I should be.
    

    
      My heart, which had been as quiet as a barren land, pulsed like a raindrop falling upon it.
    

    
      I was definitely dead.
    

    
      As soon as I left the hospital, I was bitten by a monster and torn to shreds.
    

    
      Is someone playing a prank with my destiny?
    

    
      “Grandma. When you call me a son of a bitch, that means I'm Dad's son. So you're cursing your own child, you know?”
    

    
      Saying something needlessly pointless, I hugged my grandmother tightly.
    

    
      “Th-This punk!”
    

    
      My grandmother spoke irritably, but she didn't push me away.
    

    
      Instead, she gave a dry cough and slowly wrapped her arms around my back with an awkward touch.
    

    
      “...What the hell did you eat today?”
    

    
      Right. Grandma was always like this.
    

    
      Unlike her thorny words, her actions were endlessly affectionate.
    

    
      My younger brother twitched his lips and shuddered.
    

    
      “Ugh. Creepy. Why are they acting like that with family?”
    

    
      How long has it been since I've seen that kid, too?
    

    
      Since some point, our relationship had soured, and we lived as worse than strangers.
    

    
      And then I'd suddenly heard the news that he was murdered by a Villain.
    

    
      I thought I'd never see him again…
    

    
      My brother, perhaps thinking I was glaring at him, flinched in surprise and hurriedly looked away.
    

    
      Perhaps because I'd beaten him up so much when we were young, the kid was scared of me.
    

    
      My grandmother pulled me off and held out a spoon.
    

    
      “Stop with the nonsense and hurry up and shove it in before the food gets cold.”
    

    
      And so, a meal began for the first time in decades.
    

    
      I had just been reborn, but I had a particular craving for food.
    

    
      I mixed my rice into the pale-white fatty radish soup and ate it with sour kimchi as a side dish, scraping the bowl clean.
    

    
      “Choi Sung-min. How old are you this year?”
    

    
      When I asked my brother, the kid made a face as if he was taken aback.
    

    
      “Why are you suddenly calling me by my name? And why do you sound like a neighborhood ahjussi?”
    

    
      Come to think of it, I'd never called him by his proper name.
    

    
      I'd mainly used ‘Hey,’ ‘punk,’ and ‘bastard.’
    

    
      There's a five-year age gap between me and my brother.
    

    
      Through our age difference, I should be able to figure out what year it is now.
    

    
      As I stared intently at my brother, the kid backed down.
    

    
      “Pay some attention. I'm a second-year in high school.”
    

    
      Then am I 23 years old?
    

    
      Timing-wise, I'm supposed to receive my draft notice this winter and be forcibly enlisted.
    

    
      I have to go to that shitty place again?
    

    
      What rotten timing.
    

    
      The being called God must certainly be the world's biggest bastard.
    

    
      My brother said,
    

    
      “Grandma. Um, you know. There's a school trip next month...”
    

    
      His voice trailed off as if it had been muted.
    

    
      “What was that? Speak up!”
    

    
      “No. It's nothing.”
    

    
      “This kid starts talking and then just stops.”
    

    
      “I said it's nothing!”
    

    
      It was quite a boisterous breakfast.
    

    
      It wasn't a particularly gloomy atmosphere.
    

    
      It's quite different from my memory.
    

    
      I thought we had lived gloomily every day.
    

    
      Could it be that the past has changed?
    

    
      No way.
    

    
      The one who lived so desperately, was pessimistic about his fate, and drove himself into a corner...
    

    
      ...must have been none other than myself.
    

    
      I have no money. I am poor.
    

    
      Therefore, I'm miserable.
    

    
      Because I was buried in a pit, I had no luxury of looking around at my surroundings.
    

    
      I dedicated my entire life to saving over one billion won.
    

    
      And you ask if I was happy?
    

    
      Haha. Don't you know just by looking at the end I met?
    

    
      I neglected my health and got cancer.
    

    
      I met a lonely death with no wife and no children.
    

    
      Now I finally realize.
    

    
      Money is important.
    

    
      However, only when you're alive.
    

    
      When you die, you can't take even a single won with you.
    

    
      The only thing I could take with me in my body after the coffin lid closed was a cancerous tumor.
    

    
      The news was playing on the TV, which had been turned on haphazardly.
    

    
      —This is breaking news. A Gate has appeared in Eunpyeong-gu. We advise residents in the vicinity to be extremely cautious.
    

    
      So this world hasn't changed at all.
    

    
      Everything is still vivid.
    

    
      When I left the hospital after being diagnosed with cancer, monsters poured down from the sky.
    

    
      When the horned being floating in mid-air gestured, everything collapsed.
    

    
      Among the corpses sprawled on the ground, there was a familiar face.
    

    
      He was an S-Class Hunter, one of the top-ranked in the country.
    

    
      If he couldn't stop it, no one could.
    

    
      Did the apocalypse come then?
    

    
      Then is this place also going to be destroyed in the future?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      Even if I knew, I probably couldn't change it.
    

    
      “Thank you for the meal.”
    

    
      As my brother picked up his bowl and stood up, my grandmother smacked him on the back.
    

    
      “This granny will do the dishes, so hurry up and get to school!”
    

    
      “Tch. Alright.”
    

    
      My brother put on his shoes at the entryway.
    

    
      I stood still and looked down at the kid.
    

    
      My eyes fell on his worn-out, grimy canvas shoes.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      I took my wallet out of my pocket.
    

    
      I took out every single bill inside and held it out.
    

    
      “Take it.”
    

    
      My brother blinked.
    

    
      “For real?”
    

    
      I scraped money together like a paranoid patient.
    

    
      I never gave my brother spending money for no reason.
    

    
      If he wasted even a little, I would raise bloody hell and scold him.
    

    
      Just like my father, who trembled over a 100-won coin.
    

    
      So I ended up living like that, too.
    

    
      Just like a dead body, if you save money too much, it just turns to shit.
    

    
      What did I live so doggedly for?
    

    
      “If you don't want it, forget it.”
    

    
      “No. Give it.”
    

    
      The worn-out school uniform my brother was wearing, the school bag with its frayed straps.
    

    
      The one-room semi-basement was so dreary that even a ghost would flee.
    

    
      To think we managed to endure in a place like this, struggling with all our might like cockroaches.
    

    
      The three of us huddled together, chipping away at each other's dignity.
    

    
      Maybe it was a manifestation of my subconscious, but even right before I died, I would sometimes shudder with rage at the mere sight of a bug.
    

    
      My brother took only a single five-thousand-won bill from the wad of cash I held out.
    

    
      “Thanks. I'll buy some snacks at the school store.”
    

    
      There's no way he could buy anything decent with five thousand won.
    

    
      It's probably because he didn't want to be a burden to me.
    

    
      I forcibly stuffed the bills into the pocket of his school uniform.
    

    
      “Buy new clothes and shoes before the school trip. If you buy anything else, you're dead.”
    

    
      “...Yeah. Hyung, aren't you going to work?”
    

    
      I checked the time.
    

    
      Around this time, I would have been heading to work.
    

    
      “Work a little less. You're going to collapse at this rate.”
    

    
      My brother added, glancing at me cautiously.
    

    
      “Meet some friends, too. Have you ever had a girlfr—... Ugh, never mind.”
    

    
      This little punk.
    

    
      He's being too harsh to a 50-year-old who's been single since birth.
    

    
      Should I take the money back and beat him up?
    

    
      Before I could say anything, my brother left the house as if he were fleeing.
    

    
      “I'm leaving!”
    

    
      My phone had been vibrating in my pocket for a while.
    

    
      I took out my phone and checked the messages.
    

    
      —Bosss. u not comin?
    

    
      —A guy whoz never been late once in hiz life....... r u sick?
    

    
      —The prez is throwin a fit.
    

    
      The sender was ‘Karki.’
    

    
      He was a foreign worker at the Hunter equipment production factory where I worked.
    

    
      Reality slowly started to set in.
    

    
      I've gained a new life, but my life is still dirt poor.
    

    
      To escape this repeating abyss, I have to work and earn money again.
    

    
      I bit my lip gently.
    

    
      They say human greed is endless and we repeat the same mistakes.
    

    
      But in this life, couldn't I be greedy without repeating my past errors?
    

    
      After eating a hearty meal, I was brimming with energy.
    

    
      I was struck anew by the realization that my body had returned to its 20s.
    

    
      They say it's better to roll in a field of dog shit in this life than to be in the next.
    

    
      ‘Reincarnation is pretty good.’
    

    
      Having finished the dishes, my grandmother got ready to go out.
    

    
      A newsboy cap, a fishing vest with all its threads unraveled, and arm protectors on her arms.
    

    
      It's the outfit she wears whenever she collects wastepaper to take to the junkyard.
    

    
      I bent my knees to meet her gaze.
    

    
      “Grandma. Let's go to the hospital right now and get a check-up.”
    

    
      “What kind of nonsense are you spouting now? There's nowhere that hurts.”
    

    
      It was after my military discharge that my grandmother was diagnosed with terminal cancer.
    

    
      If it's now, couldn't we still do something about it?
    

    
      “I'm begging you.”
    

    
      I held my grandmother's hand and asked earnestly.
    

    
      “Why's this kid actin' like this today?”
    

    
      “......”
    

    
      I can give in on everything else.
    

    
      But I couldn't back down on this.
    

    
      Only then did my grandmother let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      “Hoo. Alright, so move, you punk. We'll go tomorrow. I've got things to do with old man Kim at the junkyard today.”
    

    
      “You have to. It's a promise.”
    

    
      “Ha, for goodness' sake! I said I get it.”
    

    
      I hooked my pinky finger with my grandmother's wrinkly one.
    

    
      And watching the back of my grandmother as she left for work, I muttered quietly.
    

    
      “Grandma. In this life, let's at least live like human beings.”
    

    
      I said it to her, but for some reason, it sounded like I was saying it to myself.
    

    
      “I'm going to go earn some money, too.”
    

    
      With those words, I left the house.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Because I was busy processing my second round of life, I was later for work than usual.
    

    
      The whole way on the bus, I stared into empty space.
    

    
      [ Awakener's Balance ]
    

    
      – ₩1,078,565,998
    

    
      What does this mean?
    

    
      Is this money I can actually use?
    

    
      Just in case, I bought a bottle of water at a convenience store on the way.
    

    
      I handed my card to the part-time worker and finished paying.
    

    
      However, the Awakener's Balance remained the same.
    

    
      Therefore, this means it has nothing to do with the real money I use.
    

    
      In that case.
    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    
      1. Super Kid Series.
    

    
      1) <Superman's Judgment>
    

    
      : 1,000,000 won per use.
    

    
      2) <God's Aura>
    

    
      : 5,000,000 won.
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Which means this is what I can buy with this virtual money.
    

    
      Super Kid is a world-famous hero who represents America.
    

    
      His signature costume is a blue jumpsuit with a fluttering red cape.
    

    
      He is characterized by a body like steel and the use of various superpowers.
    

    
      Looking closely, number 1) is black.
    

    
      From number 2) onwards, they are gray.
    

    
      Are they locked?
    

    
      There was no reason to hesitate.
    

    
      I've already died and woken up once, what is there that I can't do?
    

    
      When I clicked on number 2, a warning sound rang out.
    

    
      [ Conditions have not been met ]
    

    
      Conditions.
    

    
      What could that mean?
    

    
      There was only one option left.
    

    
      I clicked on number 1).
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ Pre-purchased ]
    

    
      – (Tutorial)
    

    
      [ Awakener's Balance ]
    

    
      – ₩1,077,565,998
    

    
      Exactly 1,000,000 won had been deducted.
    

    
      It must mean I bought <Superman's Judgment>.
    

    
      At the same time, the window changed.
    

    
      [[ Choi Yong-gi ]]
    

    
      – Talent: Purchase
    

    
      – Skill: <Superman's Judgment>
    

    
      It's a publicly known fact that Awakeners can see hologram windows.
    

    
      However, since it was a field I'd never experienced, everything felt unfamiliar.
    

    
      ‘Superman's Judgment,’ unlike its plausible-sounding name, was, according to the lore, the very power that Super Kid wielded.
    

    
      He lifted airplanes, destroyed buildings, and knocked down villains in a single blow.
    

    
      I recalled the auditory hallucination I heard before I died.
    

    
      – You can buy the abilities of a being you admire.
    

    
      If it's a being I admire, does it mean the heroes I dreamed of since childhood?
    

    
      And I can buy their abilities with the one billion won I saved in my past life?
    

    
      I lowered my head and looked down at my wide-open palm.
    

    
      If the power of Super Kid had really settled into my body...
    

    
      I didn't feel it at all.
    

    
      If I could use <Superman's Judgment> in reality, how powerful would it be?
    

    
      It would be nice to test it out once.
    

    
      Rumble.
    

    
      At that moment, the ground vibrated as if there was an earthquake.
    

    
      Outside the front window, a giant object came rolling from the other side of the road.
    

    
      As the bus lurched, the driver shouted.
    

    
      “Hold on tight! It's a monster!”
    

    
      The approaching figure slammed into the side of the bus.
    

    
      The bus immediately tilted and then fell over onto the road.
    

    
      As the windows shattered, the inside of the bus where the passengers were became a scene of utter chaos.
    

    
      As smoke rose, passengers picked themselves up inside the bus that had toppled onto its side.
    

    
      “Kkuaaak!!!”
    

    
      “Damn it. What kind of sudden disaster is this?!”
    

    
      “Argh! My arm! The bone, the bone is broken!!”
    

    
      I was just as frantic.
    

    
      From the shock of the traffic accident, the area around my forehead felt hot.
    

    
      When I touched it, my hand was soaked with blood.
    

    
      “Let's escape quickly!”
    

    
      “Let's report it to the Hunter Bureau first! There are injured people here!”
    

    
      “I'll do it. Hello? A monster has appeared! The location is near Bulgwangcheon Stream, and the type is...”
    

    
      The name of the strange creature standing outside the window is Biglarva.
    

    
      Its movements are slow when it crawls, but its carapace is hard, so if it curls up its body and charges headfirst like it just did, it's dangerous even to be grazed by it.
    

    
      The Biglarva, which had rammed the bus by going against the flow of traffic, writhed and stretched out its body as if performing a ceremony.
    

    
      “Kigigik!”
    

    
      It also made a bizarre sound, as if it were sneering at us.
    

    
      Looking at that sight, I started to get pissed off for some reason.
    

    
      I glared at the Biglarva and muttered.
    

    
      “This is why I can't stand bugs.”
    

    
      Without realizing it, I tightly clenched my bloodied fist.
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      Chapter 3 - Identity (1)
    

    
      If you want to understand a person, look at what angers them.
    

    
      It was a phrase I read in a comic book, but it was one that applied to me as well.
    

    
      I lived in a house where disgusting swarms of ants would often crawl on the floor, and cockroaches would fly around, flapping their wings.
    

    
      Just looking at it, a sense of revulsion would creep up from deep inside my chest.
    

    
      That's right. To me, bugs were a symbol of poverty.
    

    
      Thinking about it carefully, I don't think I'm normal either.
    

    
      To think that the very first thing I do after being reincarnated is go to work.
    

    
      I didn't even get to catch up with my family.
    

    
      The Awakened's Balance, the Hero Skill Shop.
    

    
      I haven't even properly figured anything out yet.
    

    
      On the other hand, it also made a certain sense.
    

    
      Heading to work as soon as I opened my eyes was a kind of unconscious habit.
    

    
      Having followed a set routine right after waking up for nearly 30 years, I had boarded the bus just like any other day.
    

    
      I've been rambling on, but to get to the point.
    

    
      I do not like that pill bug.
    

    
      That's it.
    

    
      "Kkegegek!!!"
    

    
      While Big Lava was rampaging, the bus driver got to his feet.
    

    
      "Get off, quickly!"
    

    
      It was a tense situation where you couldn't know when the monster might charge.
    

    
      The cell phones of those inside the bus rang simultaneously.
    

    
      The so-called Emergency Disaster Alert.
    

    
      —[Crisis-Grade Appearance!] Please evacuate swiftly from the Sineunggyo Bridge area in Eunpyeong-gu.
    

    
      Monsters are classified by their danger level, rising from <Crisis-Grade>, <Collapse-Grade>, <Ruin-Grade>, to <Apocalypse-Grade>.
    

    
      Looking at its disaster level alone, Big Lava was on the weaker side, but it was more than enough to threaten the lives of ordinary people.
    

    
      "Help me!"
    

    
      shouted a pregnant woman whose belly was swollen like a mountain.
    

    
      Dressed in a large maternity dress, her ankle was pinned between the broken bus seats.
    

    
      "Mom!"
    

    
      The little boy with the pregnant woman, his face starting to crumple, burst into tears.
    

    
      I was reminded of my younger brother's wife from my past life.
    

    
      She had been pregnant, too.
    

    
      My body, which had been standing there blankly, moved on its own.
    

    
      Using a broken bus rail as a lever, I pried the seats apart.
    

    
      "Pull it out! Hurry!"
    

    
      "...Ah, yes.”
    

    
      Her body trembled as she sobbed.
    

    
      Anyone would react this way after being attacked by a monster.
    

    
      The pregnant woman limped as she took my hand.
    

    
      She stared intently at my forehead.
    

    
      "There's blood on your face... Just a moment. Use this, at least."
    

    
      The pregnant woman took out a purple handkerchief and wrapped it around my forehead.
    

    
      I supported her, and with my other hand, I held the child.
    

    
      Like that, we made it safely out of the bus.
    

    
      The outside was, for all intents and purposes, a chaotic mess.
    

    
      The road was congested due to the sudden traffic accident.
    

    
      Horns blared from here and there, and those who had escaped the overturned bus moaned, having sustained minor or major injuries.
    

    
      Big Lava squirmed and rolled its body into a ball.
    

    
      Frozen by a learned fear, no one here dared to make a move.
    

    
      "Out of the way!"
    

    
      With a booming voice, a large-bodied man walked out.
    

    
      Is it an occupational hazard? Even in this situation, the equipment he was wearing caught my eye.
    

    
      The suit he's wearing is the Tk.4 model, a product that was recalled in its entirety and discontinued shortly after its release when radiation was detected.
    

    
      "Don't you worry, because I am here!"
    

    
      He struck his helmet forcefully with both hands.
    

    
      That helmet is probably the latest model at this point in time, when I've returned.
    

    
      It was made of a new material infused with wyvern scales, making it light and granting it considerable defensive power.
    

    
      Having spent my whole life making Hunter equipment, I've developed my own unique standards for judging people.
    

    
      Humans who equip themselves with such flashy and expensive armor are generally overconfident and arrogant.
    

    
      "Tsk tsk! Making such a fuss over a single Big Lava."
    

    
      ...And they talk a hell of a lot.
    

    
      "It's Seo Gwang-pal."
    

    
      "The Man of Great Strength, Hunter Seo-!"
    

    
      "Ah... Of all people, why someone from the Dio Guild?"
    

    
      At the Hunter's appearance, the people's reactions were subtly divided.
    

    
      There were those who cheered, but there were also those who frowned overtly.
    

    
      I don't know much about this Hunter named Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      I feel like I've heard the name before, but it's hazy.
    

    
      However, I had a clear memory of the Dio Guild.
    

    
      Dikaiosyne, or Dio for short.
    

    
      It's a Greek word meaning 'justice'.
    

    
      Contrary to the grand cause of justice they champion.
    

    
      The Dio Guild was famous for its unique recruitment process.
    

    
      Even if you had a criminal record, you were given an interview opportunity as long as you had Awakened.
    

    
      And even if your character was vile, as long as you were qualified, anyone was hired as a Hunter.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal's smile vanished as he walked over to the citizen who had been bad-mouthing him.
    

    
      "What? You got a problem because I'm from the Dio Guild?"
    

    
      He took a silver hip flask from his inner pocket and took a swig.
    

    
      I didn't know what the contents were, but judging by his flushed face, it didn't look like water.
    

    
      "Fuck. I ran my ass off to get here, and you're already killing the vibe from the get-go."
    

    
      "No, that's not what I meant..."
    

    
      With a sharp 
      smack!
      , the man went flying.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal had just slapped him across the face.
    

    
      "You're the one getting help here. Stop flapping your gums and just quietly stay put."
    

    
      As Seo Gwang-pal glared down menacingly, the man clutched his reddened cheek and lowered his eyes.
    

    
      How was something like this possible?
    

    
      Hunters were a privileged class.
    

    
      Property damage, destruction of assets, assault, etc.
    

    
      For any mishaps that occurred during battle, they could usually avoid responsibility.
    

    
      Although a preposterous scene had just unfolded, everyone just swallowed dryly.
    

    
      They might face retaliation if they got on that bastard's bad side.
    

    
      In the suffocating atmosphere, not a single person stepped forward.
    

    
      'At this rate, people are scarier than monsters.'
    

    
      I know it too.
    

    
      Character and skill are not proportional.
    

    
      I also didn't favor the dichotomous way of thinking that divides justice into good and evil.
    

    
      Because reality isn't that simple.
    

    
      However, when a piece of trash that should never hold power gets their hands on it...
    

    
      "Hup!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal picked up a car from the road and hurled it at Big Lava.
    

    
      In the process, shards of asphalt flew toward the citizens.
    

    
      "Kkeuak!!"
    

    
      Sharp fragments narrowly missed the people.
    

    
      It could have easily caused serious casualties, but Seo Gwang-pal didn't seem to have their safety in mind in the slightest.
    

    
      "Iron Head Skill!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal headbutted Big Lava's torso.
    

    
      From the impact, Big Lava was sent flying far into the distance.
    

    
      "Keke."
    

    
      The man gave a satisfied smile, then took out his hip flask and took a sip.
    

    
      The brown liquid, which looked like whiskey, trickled down his neck.
    

    
      Drinking while hovering between life and death.
    

    
      To think we have to rely on a bastard like that.
    

    
      'This is fucking unbelievable.'
    

    
      Why does the Hunter Association just leave an insolent bastard like him and the Dio Guild alone?
    

    
      It must be because they're short-staffed.
    

    
      Gates opened up almost every other day, and monsters popped out as frequently as people eat meals.
    

    
      Compared to that, Hunters were a precious human resource.
    

    
      Even existing Hunters would become paralyzed overnight or end up as monster fodder.
    

    
      It was like turning on a faucet in a desperate search for water to quench a burning thirst, only to get just enough to wet the tip of your tongue.
    

    
      The demand was urgent, but the supply was as small as a mouse's tail.
    

    
      "Time to start wrapping this up."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal muttered, wiping his mouth.
    

    
      Big Lava also seemed to be preparing for something, gathering its body more meticulously than ever.
    

    
      The only difference from before was.
    

    
      Kang!
    

    
      Spikes sprouted from all over its body.
    

    
      The bone needles of Big Lava, which radiated a menacing aura, looked powerful enough to pierce through solid armor.
    

    
      Seeing this, Seo Gwang-pal's eyes wavered.
    

    
      "Damn it."
    

    
      As if sobering up, the man took a step back.
    

    
      Big Lava let out a monstrous scream and charged toward Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal hastily twisted his body to dodge to the side.
    

    
      "This is Dionysus, requesting backup! A mutant has appeared! I can't handle it alone! Get your asses over here now!"
    

    
      A monster mutant.
    

    
      It's a mutation phenomenon that occurs with a very low probability.
    

    
      It's characterized by the emergence of a new skill, and its disaster level also rises by one rank.
    

    
      In other words, it was no longer <Crisis-Grade>, but <Collapse-Grade>.
    

    
      As the Hunter they had trusted tucked his tail as if to flee, the onlookers' faces filled with terror.
    

    
      "S-Somebody save me!!!"
    

    
      The people, now like herbivores before a predator, scattered in all directions.
    

    
      Just as I too was about to move my feet.
    

    
      Slips.
    

    
      The purple handkerchief tied around my forehead had loosened, covering one of my eyes.
    

    
      When I turned my head, the pregnant woman came into my narrow field of vision.
    

    
      Her ankle was injured, and she was holding her young son.
    

    
      If I move out of the way now, the pregnant woman and the child will be brutally struck by Big Lava.
    

    
      Crash!
    

    
      As Big Lava charged forward without hesitation.
    

    
      The pregnant woman put the child down and pushed him with a desperate hand.
    

    
      "Jin-oh-ya. Run!"
    

    
      I grew up under my grandmother's care from a young age, without receiving my mother's love.
    

    
      If there is such a thing as a mother's love, that must be it.
    

    
      "No! I wanna stay with Mom!"
    

    
      The struggling child dropped something.
    

    
      In the chaos, I hadn't noticed, but the kid had been clutching it tightly this whole time.
    

    
      What fell to the ground was a hero toy wearing a steel suit.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      The screaming child's face overlapped with the image of my own eight-year-old self.
    

    
      At that moment, something inside me awakened.
    

    
      I calmly untied the purple handkerchief from my forehead and used it to cover my face.
    

    
      As if I were wearing a mask.
    

    
      I slowly turned and stood facing Big Lava head-on.
    

    
      I clenched my fists and lowered my stance.
    

    
      The hero I admired the most, who wore a purple mask.
    

    
      His name was Zin Shak.
    

    
      He was a man who would not shy away from death to protect his beliefs.
    

    
      It wasn't that I was trying to throw my life away recklessly like Zin Shak.
    

    
      It was reckless, but there was something I was counting on.
    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    
      1.  Super Kid Series.
    

    
          1) <Superhuman's Judgment>
    

    
          : 1 million won per use.
    

    
      The ability I purchased with my own money.
    

    
      It would have been nice if I could have tested it beforehand, but I didn't have the luxury.
    

    
      Still, I was sure it would be of help.
    

    
      Since it has come to this, let's protect them no matter what.
    

    
      Myself, and these innocent people too.
    

    
      Big Lava's body drew so close it seemed I could touch it.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      I held my breath and extended my right arm in a straight hook.
    

    
      [ Activating <Superhuman's Judgment> for the first time ]
    

    
      As the text before my eyes vanished, a hot energy surged through my entire body, sweeping over me before gathering at the point of impact.
    

    
      The point of impact shone with a blinding light.
    

    
      Without realizing it, I squeezed my eyes shut.
    

    
      SPLAT!!!
    

    
      I felt the sensation of something bursting at the tip of my fist.
    

    
      Something warm and sticky drenched my entire body.
    

    
      Slowly, everything brightened.
    

    
      The larva was blown to bits, its form completely unrecognizable.
    

    
      Belatedly, chunks of flesh rained down.
    

    
      After a moment of silence, the people nearby began to murmur.
    

    
      "...Whoa. Who is that guy?"
    

    
      "A new Hunter?"
    

    
      "I've never seen his face before?"
    

    
      It wasn't a particularly violent motion, but my excitement wouldn't calm down.
    

    
      "
      Gasp. Haah!
      "
    

    
      My chest heaved as I let out ragged breaths.
    

    
      I blankly stared down at my clenched fist.
    

    
      'I did it.'
    

    
      I defeated Big Lava.
    

    
      And in one clean shot, at that.
    

    
      My whole body felt like it was floating with exhilaration.
    

    
      To not rely on anyone else.
    

    
      To solve a problem with my own hands, I never knew it could be this gratifying.
    

    
      My past life flashed by like a film.
    

    
      My resentful life, where I suffered from poverty and couldn't even protect my own family.
    

    
      But in this life, at least...
    

    
      I will overcome every obstacle with my own hands.
    

    
      "Hey. Who the hell are you?"
    

    
      An angry voice came from behind me.
    

    
      "I had that thing all but dead, and you just popped out of nowhere to steal the kill? What kind of dishonorable son of a bitch are you?"
    

    
      A foul stench of alcohol wafted from the mouth of the shouting Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      "Are you a new recruit from Dio? When you see your senior, aren't you supposed to greet him first?!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal grabbed the nape of my neck from behind.
    

    
      "I asked, who the hell are you!"
    

    
      This time, I didn't feel anger.
    

    
      Just a bit of annoyance.
    

    
      Crack!
    

    
      I lightly struck the bastard's nose with the back of my hand.
    

    
      The state-of-the-art bulletproof helmet shattered into pieces.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal couldn't even scream as he rolled a long way backward.
    

    
      Beaten to a pulp, Seo Gwang-pal was slammed into the overturned bus, where he groaned.
    

    
      "Kkeuek......"
    

    
      You ask who I am?
    

    
      I said, my face covered by the purple handkerchief.
    

    
      "A hero.”
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      Chapter 4 - Identity (2)
    

    
      The monster that had been threatening the ordinary citizens was gone.
    

    
      The people who had been in a panic finally calmed down.
    

    
      They supported the injured among them and calmly waited for the rescue team.
    

    
      I looked down at the viscous blood on my fist.
    

    
      I'm still dazed.
    

    
      There wasn't even a sensation of hitting something.
    

    
      'The moment it touched, it was on the level of just going SPLAT! and bursting.'
    

    
      The experience of the energy that had surged through my body gathering into a single point in my fist was also a first for me.
    

    
      I clenched and unclenched my fist.
    

    
      Now, even if I tried to squeeze out any mana, the amount was negligible.
    

    
      I turned my head.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was passed out, slammed into the bus.
    

    
      With his helmet broken, the bastard's bald head was revealed.
    

    
      His bald head glittered, reflecting the sunlight.
    

    
      The power to take out Big Lava in one shot and easily subdue a pro Hunter.
    

    
      I once again realized the true power of <Superhuman's Judgment>.
    

    
      However, while it was a cheat-like skill, a fatal restriction also existed.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ Awakened's Balance ]
    

    
      : ₩1,076,565,998
    

    
      As expected, the amount had decreased.
    

    
      Once for Big Lava, and again for Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      A total of 2 million won had been withdrawn so far.
    

    
      It was a strange feeling.
    

    
      What if that had been real money?
    

    
      I definitely would have felt it was a waste.
    

    
      In the past, I was a terrible miser.
    

    
      Every time I spent money, it felt like blood was draining from my body.
    

    
      However, this time, I am confident that I spent the money on the right thing.
    

    
      But there was something else that was bothering me more.
    

    
      Only withdrawals were recorded in the system.
    

    
      Is there no way to increase the Awakened's Balance?
    

    
      Can't I receive deposits from somewhere like a salary, or save up my own money?
    

    
      '...I don't know.'
    

    
      I wracked my brain, but nothing came to mind.
    

    
      The 1 billion won I saved over my entire lifetime.
    

    
      It's like cyber money, but it won't last forever.
    

    
      To use an analogy, it was like a well that was only waiting to dry up.
    

    
      If I keep drawing from it, and drawing from it, it will eventually reveal its bottom.
    

    
      At this rate, that day will inevitably come.
    

    
      When it does, what will I do?
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      In my previous life, too, the biggest problem I faced was money.
    

    
      'It feels like I'm trapped in a whirlpool of reincarnation.'
    

    
      Worrying about it wasn't going to solve it right now.
    

    
      I had no choice but to figure it out bit by bit.
    

    
      A way to escape from the wheel of fate.
    

    
      "Excuse me."
    

    
      Someone spoke to me.
    

    
      When I turned around, it was the pregnant woman I'd met on the bus.
    

    
      "Thank you for helping me."
    

    
      She supported her mountain-like belly with both hands and bowed her head to me.
    

    
      "I'm so grateful, I don't even know how I should thank you."
    

    
      The little boy next to her followed his mother's lead and bowed his head.
    

    
      "If you could give me your contact information, I'll be sure to reward you."
    

    
      I was a man obsessed with money, but I hadn't done it expecting something in return.
    

    
      It was an act done on impulse, but it was cathartic, as if a weight had been lifted from my chest.
    

    
      "That's not necessary."
    

    
      I could feel prickly gazes from all around.
    

    
      Their eyes were filled with a sense of awe.
    

    
      "That person must be a Hunter, right?"
    

    
      "I don't know. With his face covered like that, I can't tell who he is."
    

    
      "Seo Gwang-pal is a C-rank, isn't he? To take that bastard out in one hit... Is he a B-rank or higher?"
    

    
      "No way, that can't be."
    

    
      This is a bit burdensome.
    

    
      "Would it be alright if I kept this?"
    

    
      I gently tugged at the purple handkerchief that was covering my face.
    

    
      "Of course! Absolutely! Ah, I'll buy you a new one."
    

    
      "This is more than enough."
    

    
      The child next to the pregnant woman didn't say much.
    

    
      He just looked up at me with his bright, clear eyes.
    

    
      "Mister. Are you really a hero?"
    

    
      "......”
    

    
      He must have heard me talking about being a hero.
    

    
      I'd only said it in the heat of the moment.
    

    
      Thinking back on it, my face burned with embarrassment.
    

    
      I gave an awkward nod.
    

    
      "Well, yeah. Something like that."
    

    
      The child's jaw dropped.
    

    
      "...Woooow. For real?"
    

    
      Seeing the innocent child, my own tension eased.
    

    
      The hero I admired, Zin Shak.
    

    
      If I had met him when I was young, I probably would have made the same face.
    

    
      I bent down and picked up what was on the ground.
    

    
      It was the character toy in the steel suit that the child had dropped.
    

    
      I placed it in the kid's arms.
    

    
      "Shh. It's a secret between us. A hero has to hide his identity, you know."
    

    
      Watching the scene, the pregnant woman smiled warmly.
    

    
      The child nodded his head so vigorously it looked like it might fall off.
    

    
      "Okay!"
    

    
      A siren wailed from somewhere as the rescue squad arrived.
    

    
      People started heading toward the rescue team one by one.
    

    
      I parted ways with the pregnant woman with a final nod.
    

    
      "We should get going now. My son was very frightened."
    

    
      The child, led by his mother's hand, kept turning back to look at me.
    

    
      I raised a finger to my lips.
    

    
      The child grinned, copied my gesture, and made a 
      shh!
       sound.
    

    
      For a while, I watched the back of the affectionate mother and son.
    

    
      Then, I turned and started walking in the opposite direction of the crowd.
    

    
      I approached the spot where Big Lava was.
    

    
      The Hunter who defeats a monster has the primary rights to it.
    

    
      Big Lava was entirely mine, but.
    

    
      As it was now, there were no parts or anything else to salvage.
    

    
      Because it had been turned to mush with a single punch.
    

    
      But that was fine.
    

    
      The finishing touch was something else entirely.
    

    
      The body had been torn to shreds, but something had been left on the ground.
    

    
      I picked it up.
    

    
      It was about the size of my fist.
    

    
      It was a mana stone, the monster's core.
    

    
      When I peeled off the sticky, dirty shell, a reddish mineral was revealed.
    

    
      Then and now, mana stones are a precious resource.
    

    
      They are used as a key material in semiconductors, and as a raw material for batteries.
    

    
      They were also highly liquid.
    

    
      There were even specialized mana stone exchanges that would convert them to cash immediately.
    

    
      Naturally, the price was formed in proportion to the monster's bounty.
    

    
      The market price could be checked in real-time with a simple search.
    

    
      [[ Big Lava ]] Crisis-Grade.
    

    
      – Mana Stone: $8,023.
    

    
      About ten million won in Korean currency.
    

    
      In the future, the value of mana stones would rise even higher.
    

    
      This was because not only were they useful, but they were also treated as gemstones in their own right.
    

    
      Wealthy women, in particular, were fanatical about mana stones with their mysterious colors.
    

    
      Isn't it ironic?
    

    
      That the most hideous of beings represents the most beautiful of things.
    

    
      It truly is a strange world.
    

    
      I held the mana stone up to the sunlight.
    

    
      As the red mineral was exposed to the light, it slowly began to take on an orange hue.
    

    
      A mutated monster's mana stone also transforms.
    

    
      Just as a four-leaf clover symbolizes good luck.
    

    
      The value of a variant mutant mana stone was even higher.
    

    
      The price was usually 10 times the normal market rate.
    

    
      "One hundred million."
    

    
      Even after saying it out loud, it didn't feel real.
    

    
      Around this time in my past life, my annual salary was somewhere around 30 million won.
    

    
      To earn 100 million, I would have had to endure grueling physical labor for well over 10 years straight.
    

    
      Of course, the work of catching monsters is accompanied by just as much risk.
    

    
      What would happen if I actually earned money using my Awakened ability?
    

    
      Perhaps.
    

    
      I might surpass the 1 billion won I had saved over a lifetime in just a short period.
    

    
      I already had 100 million in my hand, after all.
    

    
      "Ouch."
    

    
      The pain I had forgotten due to the adrenaline rushed back.
    

    
      My forehead was stinging, so it must have been torn open.
    

    
      One by one, the injured people boarded the ambulances.
    

    
      My cell phone rang incessantly.
    

    
      —Cap'n. U still alive, right?
    

    
      —Pleeze answer the phone!
    

    
      —R u even comin in 2day?
    

    
      They were text messages from Kkalkki, the foreign worker from the same factory as me.
    

    
      It was a moment of choice.
    

    
      Do I go to the hospital like an ordinary person?
    

    
      Or do I continue on this extraordinary path?
    

    
      Looking around, I saw a CCTV camera installed on a utility pole.
    

    
      I still hadn't registered as an Awakened.
    

    
      I didn't have a Hunter's license either.
    

    
      However, there's no law that says a civilian can't beat up a monster.
    

    
      There were a considerable number of skilled Hunters who worked as freelancers.
    

    
      But attacking a Hunter is strictly illegal.
    

    
      On top of that, I messed with the notoriously troublesome Dio Guild, so it probably wouldn't be easy to get away with this quietly.
    

    
      According to rumors, the Dio Guild punished their opponents with thorough retaliation.
    

    
      Still, I didn't have the slightest intention of turning myself in peacefully.
    

    
      I was just gratified that I got to take care of a bastard I couldn't stand looking at with my own two hands.
    

    
      'Bring it on.'
    

    
      I covered my face, so if I'm lucky, I might be able to avoid exposing my identity.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      For now, should I try to run as far as I can?
    

    
      I turned my back to the CCTV and slipped into a side street.
    

    
      When I came out onto a main road, people were pouring out of a subway exit.
    

    
      I naturally blended into the crowd.
    

    
      I untied the purple handkerchief that was covering my face and wiped the blood flowing from my forehead.
    

    
      Mixing into the throng of people in the city, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.
    

    
      There is something I learned to the very bone through my past life.
    

    
      That the world doesn't care about me.
    

    
      Whether my grandmother, who couldn't even get proper treatment because we were poor, died of cancer.
    

    
      Or my younger brother was murdered by a Villain.
    

    
      No one cared about my suffering.
    

    
      Having died and come back to life, I now understand.
    

    
      Money was a mirage.
    

    
      A banknote, in and of itself, is nothing more than a piece of paper.
    

    
      And 1 billion was nothing more than a numbers game printed in a bankbook.
    

    
      However, once it passes through the system of capitalism, the story changes.
    

    
      The warm beef and radish soup my grandmother used to make would be impossible without money, and you needed money to get even a semi-basement apartment.
    

    
      If I had been rich, my family would never have been exposed to all sorts of dangers.
    

    
      Because then I'd be able to freely employ Hunters or bodyguards.
    

    
      Therefore, in this life, I must become rich.
    

    
      To protect myself and my family, without being swayed by others.
    

    
      Just working myself to death for 30 years is inefficient.
    

    
      Let's go for an easier, faster way.
    

    
      How?
    

    
      I was so afraid of losing money that I never invested in anything at all.
    

    
      I foolishly only saved money until I had 1 billion won.
    

    
      Although I had some faint memories of stocks and cryptocurrency.
    

    
      They were useless since the market had collapsed after the Gates opened.
    

    
      Should I become a Hunter and earn money?
    

    
      That's not a bad idea either, but.
    

    
      There was a better plan.
    

    
      In my past life, all I ever did was endure and persevere.
    

    
      Steadfastly, for 30 years.
    

    
      Come rain or come shine.
    

    
      Even on days when I was burning up with a high fever, I never took a day off work.
    

    
      My workplace, where I cried, laughed, and despaired.
    

    
      The answer was right there.
    

    
      I checked the large clock on a high-rise building.
    

    
      I've been delayed somehow.
    

    
      I'm late, but I decided to take the fastest route to work.
    

    
      "Taxi!"
    

    
      I held out my hand, but it was no use.
    

    
      Forget a taxi, perhaps because of the Big Lava commotion, this road was also completely jammed.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      As I was pondering, I heard a loud noise.
    

    
      OONTS-OONTS! OONTS-OONTS!!!
    

    
      It was music blaring from a motorcycle ridden by a delivery man waiting at a red light.
    

    
      It was tuned so gaudily that despite it being broad daylight, multicolored LED lights were flashing.
    

    
      The driver's forearms were covered in tattoos.
    

    
      Our eyes met.
    

    
      "What are you looking at?"
    

    
      He scowled, as if he thought I was trying to pick a fight.
    

    
      I ignored him and waved my hand in the air, trying to hail a taxi.
    

    
      The delivery man saw me, then turned off his engine.
    

    
      "Hey. Are you a Hunter?”
    

    
      Blood was trickling down my forehead, and the work clothes I was wearing were filthy with pieces of the monster's corpse.
    

    
      My fist was covered in green blood.
    

    
      It was more than enough to be mistaken for a Hunter.
    

    
      I didn't give much of a reply, and he took it as a confirmation.
    

    
      "The variant monster that popped up in Eunpyeong-gu. You're the one who took it down, right? I heard it on a news flash."
    

    
      He tapped the Bluetooth earphone in his ear.
    

    
      "Hop on. I'll give you a ride."
    

    
      I wanted to ask why.
    

    
      But I decided to hear the answer later.
    

    
      I got on the back seat of the motorcycle.
    

    
      "Where to?"
    

    
      "The Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex. And the faster the better."
    

    
      The delivery man smirked and said.
    

    
      "You know what? I'm the third fastest in Eunpyeong-gu."
    

    
      "What about the first and second?"
    

    
      "They're all dead."
    

    
      He yanked the handlebars, and as my body was thrown back, the motorcycle shot forward.
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      The motorcycle stopped with a roar.
    

    
      It had gone so fast that the smell of burning tires rose from the pavement.
    

    
      "How was that? Killer, right? A 10-minute run!"
    

    
      The delivery man's shoulders heaved as he let out a rough breath, as if he himself had been the one sprinting.
    

    
      A wide smile was plastered on his face, showing just how proud he was.
    

    
      I checked the time on my phone.
    

    
      To traverse a distance that should have taken over 30 minutes in just 13.
    

    
      I couldn't help but be impressed as he had performed a thrilling acrobatic feat, weaving his way through the congested sections of the road.
    

    
      "You were 3 minutes over."
    

    
      "Tsk. I've gotten rusty. I would've made it in the old days."
    

    
      He spoke nonchalantly, but I was grateful.
    

    
      For a complete stranger to give me a ride out of pure goodwill.
    

    
      I may be a scrooge, but I don't like freebies.
    

    
      Because there's no such thing as a free lunch in this world.
    

    
      "Give me your account number. I'll at least pay for the taxi fare."
    

    
      The delivery man stared at me intently.
    

    
      "Looks like you're not a famous Hunter. I've never seen your face before."
    

    
      "It hasn't been long since I Awakened."
    

    
      "Ahh. I see."
    

    
      He was consistently misunderstanding me as a Hunter.
    

    
      This was an experience I never had in my past life.
    

    
      There was a time when I was lying in a park, starving, and someone gave me some spare change, thinking I was homeless.
    

    
      There was also a time I was arrested by police who had been dispatched after someone reported me as a suspicious person for walking past a luxury apartment complex.
    

    
      I guess that's how shabby and pathetic my appearance was.
    

    
      The factory jumper I wore every day was frayed in places with holes worn through, and the greasy pants were covered in a thick layer of old dust.
    

    
      "Heh."
    

    
      The delivery man leaned against his motorcycle and put a cigarette in his mouth.
    

    
      He offered one to me, but I shook my head.
    

    
      "You don't smoke?"
    

    
      "I quit."
    

    
      Cigarettes, entertainment, games, luxury goods, etc.
    

    
      I had cut off anything that cost unnecessary money early on.
    

    
      My only hobby, if you could call it that, was buying and reading old books from a secondhand bookstore.
    

    
      I'd gotten close to the bookstore owner and would sometimes get faded comic books for cheap.
    

    
      The delivery man exhaled smoke.
    

    
      "Remember that guy I said was the fastest?"
    

    
      When I nodded, he spoke.
    

    
      "Actually, he was my friend."
    

    
      He said that everyone he knew who rode a motorcycle, besides himself, was dead.
    

    
      "He was a bastard who always rode like a maniac. Said he was gonna save people, so he rammed his bike into a Big Lava and just absurdly croaked!"
    

    
      He drew a thumb across his neck.
    

    
      He spoke cheerfully, but for some reason, his voice seemed tinged with sadness.
    

    
      "It's already been over a year since that bastard died. Keke. I wonder if he's doing well."
    

    
      The delivery man's gaze drifted upward.
    

    
      In the clear blue sky, soft cumulus clouds drifted by peacefully.
    

    
      For a while, we stood side by side before the sight.
    

    
      I didn't say anything.
    

    
      The least I could do was listen to his gripes.
    

    
      "You know what that bastard always used to say when he was at the orphanage?"
    

    
      The delivery man grinned.
    

    
      "He was always saying he wanted to do something to help people, or some shit. Fuck. I guess he was helpful, delivering chicken fucking fast."
    

    
      He chuckled and threw the cigarette on the ground.
    

    
      "Forget the money. If it were him, he probably would've given you a ride for free."
    

    
      The delivery man got on his motorcycle.
    

    
      Before leaving, he looked at me.
    

    
      "I'm just an ignorant guy, so even when the world's gone to shit like this, I don't really know what I should do. It's just, like him..."
    

    
      His expression was nonchalant, but his voice was choked with emotion.
    

    
      "I also want to do something to help people sometimes. Here. Take this."
    

    
      He held out a business card.
    

    
      — Dalbong Quick Bullet Service!
    

    
      "Call me if you need me again."
    

    
      The motorcycle kicked up a cloud of dust as it sped away into the distance.
    

    
      I was left standing alone in the dreary, empty lot.
    

    
      Faint smoke drifted up from the cigarette the delivery man had left behind.
    

    
      Experiencing it firsthand, I could understand.
    

    
      The public's perception of Hunters is split into two.
    

    
      They either hate and fear them, like they do Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      Or they treat them like national heroes and thank them.
    

    
      When you think about it, neither view was wrong.
    

    
      Because even though Seo Gwang-pal was a piece of human garbage, it was a fact that he ultimately risked his life to fight a monster.
    

    
      Which of their sides am I looking at?
    

    
      No, which side do I 
      want
       to see?
    

    
      As I turned, a dreary patch of land revealed itself.
    

    
      The rusted, cast-iron sign above my head creaked whenever the wind blew.
    

    
      << Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex >>
    

    
      At the end of a very long commute, I finally walked to my old workplace.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      It was a place I had worked at for over 30 years, but coming back again, the feeling was new.
    

    
      The place I arrived at after walking down an unpaved road was the 4th Factory.
    

    
      `Gongdan` usually refers to a place where factories are gathered.
    

    
      Although it would be more accurate to call it an industrial complex, which has a somewhat negative connotation.
    

    
      No one here used that term.
    

    
      Just as it's not racist for Black people to tease each other about being Black.
    

    
      Among factory grunts, we are all just factory grunts.
    

    
      "Cap'n!"
    

    
      From far away, someone came running like a puppy that had found its owner.
    

    
      A kid with short, tightly curled hair and a dark complexion.
    

    
      It was Kkalkki, from Nepal.
    

    
      "Cap'n, are you nuts? What're ya gonna do, showin' up two hours late? The boss is throwin' a goddamn fit, it's total chaos!"
    

    
      Seeing the kid, I couldn't help but chuckle.
    

    
      In my past life, Kkalkki and I had a particularly deep bond, having shared all of life's joys and sorrows.
    

    
      On days I came to work burning with a high fever.
    

    
      He would lay down some cardboard boxes in the warehouse and make me lie down there.
    

    
      And then he would silently do my share of the work by himself.
    

    
      He did it because he knew I wouldn't go to the hospital even if he told me to.
    

    
      It was also Kkalkki who had carried my grandmother, who had fallen down the stairs, on his back to the hospital when I was away on a business trip.
    

    
      It was to the point that even my own younger brother followed Kkalkki around like he was his second older brother.
    

    
      One day, my brother got into trouble and the school called for a guardian, and he kept it a secret from me and my grandmother and took Kkalkki instead.
    

    
      I owed this kid a lot, one way or another.
    

    
      "What were ya doin' that you're only gettin' here now? Are you hur-rt?"
    

    
      Kkalkki stood in front of me, and his eyes widened.
    

    
      "Huh? Cap'n. You're bleedin' from your forehead! You o-kay?"
    

    
      "A monster slammed into the bus. I barely made it out alive."
    

    
      "Whoa. For rea-al?"
    

    
      "I'm late because I just killed a Big Lava with my own hands on the way here.”
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Kkalkki just blinked his eyes.
    

    
      He didn't seem to believe me at all.
    

    
      "Sheesh. I ain't fallin' for that-zee! I know it's April Foo-ools' Day, I'm tellin' ya!"
    

    
      So today was April 1st.
    

    
      To think the day I was reincarnated was April Fools' Day of all things.
    

    
      What a cruel joke this was.
    

    
      "I already got fooled by the Pres'dent. I was so happy 'cause he said he'd raise my sal'ry, but he said it was a lie. That damn bastard President-nim."
    

    
      Wait. April Fools' Day?
    

    
      While Kkalkki was chattering away, a powerful memory flashed through my mind.
    

    
      A long time had passed, but it was a nightmare I still couldn't forget.
    

    
      I held a hand out to Kkalkki.
    

    
      "Hand."
    

    
      "Eh?"
    

    
      Kkalkki awkwardly grabbed my hand as if for a handshake.
    

    
      A coarse but warm feeling met my palm.
    

    
      Only then did my heart feel at ease.
    

    
      What a relief. I'm not too late.
    

    
      Today, something even more unbelievable than April Fools' Day happens.
    

    
      A terrible accident where Kkalkki's right hand gets caught in the machine due to a malfunctioning press.
    

    
      The sensation of my mind going hazy and white from the blood splattered all around still felt vivid.
    

    
      His injured right hand was so crushed that reattachment surgery wasn't even possible.
    

    
      In the end, Kkalkki had his right hand amputated.
    

    
      I couldn't even begin to imagine the despair of losing a part of one's own body.
    

    
      I can still see Kkalkki so clearly, lying in bed with his hand wrapped in bandages.
    

    
      Looking at him, an endless dark cloud was cast over my heart.
    

    
      "It's o-kay, Cap'n. I can just wipe my butt with my left hand, I guess."
    

    
      At that time, the kid had cracked a silly joke and smiled brightly.
    

    
      But as soon as I closed the hospital room door, the sound of his sorrowful weeping from behind me rang in my ears for a long, long time, like tinnitus.
    

    
      Six months later, Kkalkki returned to his home country.
    

    
      Without having achieved his dream as the eldest son of marrying off his younger sister and buying a house for his parents.
    

    
      I thought about it the whole way here on the motorcycle.
    

    
      What meaning did it hold, that God had granted me a second life?
    

    
      Was it a chance to live anew a life that was full of regrets?
    

    
      Or.
    

    
      Perhaps it was a demand that I should finally repay the debts I could never pay back to my benefactor.
    

    
      That's right. I had a debt to repay to Kkalkki.
    

    
      "Let's go in."
    

    
      I entered the factory with Kkalkki.
    

    
      The workers were bustling about amidst a cacophony of noise.
    

    
      Sparks flew as they cut metal, and they sprayed water on the heated machinery.
    

    
      There were 10 people working at most.
    

    
      The president was also mixed in among them.
    

    
      "Well, well. Who do we have here? If it isn't Choi Yong-gi-ssi?"
    

    
      The man, his hair flecked with white, flapped his dust-covered vest and scowled.
    

    
      His eyes were shaped like a fish's, giving him a somehow unpleasant impression when you looked at him.
    

    
      The president sneered.
    

    
      "I know this is a shitty little company, but still. What do you expect us to do if you just show up to work whenever the fuck you want?"
    

    
      This bastard hasn't changed a bit.
    

    
      Crude remarks and profanity were his baseline.
    

    
      When he got wasted at company dinners, he would throw ashtrays at the employees.
    

    
      He had even slapped Kkalkki seven times when he brought up the issue of unpaid wages.
    

    
      "Pres'dent-nim! Cap'n got in a traffic acci-dent on his way here! He almost died 'cause of a monster! It couldn't be hel-ped!"
    

    
      So he says he didn't believe me.
    

    
      Kkalkki stepped forward and defended me with a passionate speech.
    

    
      "Fucking bullshit. Who here hasn't almost died because of a monster? Get out of the way, you bastard!"
    

    
      The president shoved Kkalkki with a rough hand.
    

    
      "What are you all looking at! Just you try and miss this deadline! Get back to work!"
    

    
      A crestfallen Kkalkki trudged away.
    

    
      I spoke to the president.
    

    
      "I'm sorry for being late. Please deduct the morning's work from my salary."
    

    
      "Of course, I will!"
    

    
      "By the way, last month's overtime pay wasn't deposited again."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      I walked up to the president, who was growling with the veins in his neck bulging.
    

    
      "You heard me. I said the overtime pay hasn't been deposited."
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      It was obvious even without checking.
    

    
      The president's method was to sneakily calculate a lower salary than what was actually earned, since we didn't use time cards.
    

    
      Kkalkki lifted a steel plate and inserted it between the press.
    

    
      I kept my eyes fixed on Kkalkki and said.
    

    
      "Did you fix the sensor on that thing?"
    

    
      The president shook his head with a sullen face.
    

    
      "Ahem. I've been so out of it lately, so not yet... But well, it's working just fine.”
    

    
      To be precise, he probably didn't fix it on purpose.
    

    
      Because he was the kind of man who would run the machines one more time in the time it took to fix it.
    

    
      I muttered as I walked past the president.
    

    
      "As expected, nothing's changed. You'll only come to your senses if your own damn head gets caught in the press."
    

    
      "Hey. What did you just say?"
    

    
      I ignored him and approached Kkalkki.
    

    
      Kkalkki pressed the buttons with both hands.
    

    
      The massive press crushed the thin steel plate.
    

    
      Originally, the sensors are set up on both sides to activate when a person's hands pass through.
    

    
      However, the president always kept the sensors laid down and turned off.
    

    
      Because doing so would increase the work speed and maximize productivity.
    

    
      On top of that, even those sensors would occasionally malfunction.
    

    
      In this perilous situation where safety regulations were thrown to the dogs.
    

    
      My walking speed increased.
    

    
      Heroes don't just appear on the battlefield.
    

    
      They can be active in daily life as well.
    

    
      For example,
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Kkalkki's eyes flew open as he sensed something was wrong.
    

    
      Even before he could press the buttons with both hands.
    

    
      The press descended mercilessly onto Kkalkki's right hand.
    

    
      THUNK.
    

    
      I caught it with one hand.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ The hero ability <Superhuman's Judgment> is activating ]
    

    
      – Withdrawal: 1,000,000 won.
    

    
      The press, weighing nearly 500 tons, stopped.
    

    
      [ Awakened's Balance ]
    

    
      : ₩1,075,565,998
    

    
      The money was withdrawn as expected, but I let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      A mere 1 million won.
    

    
      This was getting off cheap.
    

    
      "C-Cap'n?"
    

    
      I looked at Kkalkki's unharmed hand, which had narrowly avoided being crushed by the press.
    

    
      Belatedly, Kkalkki hurriedly pulled his hand back.
    

    
      The work stopped, and everyone's eyes were fixed on us.
    

    
      The president came running over, screaming his head off.
    

    
      "What the hell do you all think you're doing!"
    

    
      How amusing. If I were to let go now, nothing would have happened.
    

    
      They would use this insane device again in the afternoon.
    

    
      Someone's hand would be cut off.
    

    
      Someone's dream would be cut off.
    

    
      "Hup!"
    

    
      I gripped the press with both hands and tore it apart, top from bottom.
    

    
      With a sound like crashing thunder, the machine made of cast iron was crumpled like a piece of paper.
    

    
      "...Huh? Huh."
    

    
      The president fell flat on his back and stared up at me from the floor.
    

    
      I threw the broken pieces of the press onto the ground.
    

    
      "Deduct this from my salary, too."
    

    
      I said, looking down at the president.
    

    
      "...That was a joke."
    

    
      It was the most fitting joke for April Fools' Day.
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      If I must confess, I'm a good liar when I put my mind to it.
    

    
      I hated my father for breaking his promises as often as he ate, but the power of genetics was truly astounding.
    

    
      Though no one ever taught me how.
    

    
      I possessed a talent for stating things that weren't true with a perfectly straight face.
    

    
      In short, I had just fully exercised a high-class lie.
    

    
      Instead of a roar of laughter, the factory fell silent as if doused with cold water.
    

    
      "Choi Yong-gi, you son of a bitch!"
    

    
      The president's facial muscles trembled as he shot up from his spot.
    

    
      Given that I had just destroyed a press machine worth tens of millions of won, it was understandable that he would be furious.
    

    
      "What the hell do you think you're doing right now!!"
    

    
      The president screamed his head off.
    

    
      I briefly focused on the numbers floating in the air.
    

    
      [ Awakened's Balance ]
    

    
      : ₩ 1,074,565,998
    

    
      Once for saving Kkalkki.
    

    
      And again for destroying the machine.
    

    
      As the price for using <Superhuman's Judgment> a total of two times, 2 million won had been withdrawn.
    

    
      Since I had used it twice on the bus ride over, I had spent a total of 4 million won in just this one day.
    

    
      'Spending money is so easy.'
    

    
      "Where are you looking!"
    

    
      The president grabbed me by the collar.
    

    
      The short, frail president was basically hanging off of me.
    

    
      It was a threatening gesture, but the president was clearly terrified.
    

    
      Then again, if I were him, I would have been scared too.
    

    
      I had just ripped a steel press apart as if it were a piece of paper.
    

    
      Something an ordinary human could never do.
    

    
      It was no different from having announced to everyone that I had Awakened and gained monstrous strength.
    

    
      "Let go."
    

    
      I calmly looked down at the president.
    

    
      "I-If I don't let go! What are you gonna do about it!"
    

    
      He talked a big game, but his legs were trembling uncontrollably.
    

    
      I lightly slapped the president's hands away.
    

    
      "Ugh!"
    

    
      The president, his pride wounded, did not back down.
    

    
      He pointed at the press with a shaking hand and screamed his head off.
    

    
      "What are you going to do about this! Pay for it!!”
    

    
      "And how are you going to compensate for the fact that an employee's hand was almost just cut off?"
    

    
      In my past life, Kkalkki had tried to return to Nepal immediately after the accident.
    

    
      It was because the mental shock of losing a hand was so great.
    

    
      However, the president dragged his feet on the issues of industrial accident treatment and compensation, refusing to let Kkalkki go.
    

    
      For a whole six months.
    

    
      The president cleared his throat and feigned ignorance.
    

    
      "Sheesh. These things can happen when you're working. Making a fuss over nothing!"
    

    
      "It's not just one or two people."
    

    
      I looked around at the others and continued.
    

    
      "Anyone here who's ever been in danger even once because of the press, raise your hand."
    

    
      The factory workers exchanged glances and hesitated.
    

    
      When one person tentatively raised his right hand, the others soon began to raise their hands too, sneaking glances at each other.
    

    
      "That happened to me before, too."
    

    
      "Me too."
    

    
      "How long has it been since I asked you to fix the sensor... Tsk."
    

    
      Dozens of stinging glares were directed at the president.
    

    
      The president's face turned red as if he felt he was cornered, and he screamed.
    

    
      "Choi Yong-gi, you punk! Are you trying to instigate something right now? If so, then get out! You're fired!"
    

    
      A place where you could fire an employee with a single word, completely ignoring all labor laws.
    

    
      This was the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    
      I thought for a moment.
    

    
      My plan was to return to the factory and become rich, not to become unemployed.
    

    
      If that's the case.
    

    
      Should I get on my knees in front of the president right now and beg for forgiveness?
    

    
      'No.'
    

    
      Even if I left this place, there were plenty of ways to make money.
    

    
      Therefore, the action I would take was.
    

    
      I took the employee ID card from my inner jumper pocket and threw it on the floor.
    

    
      "That works out well. I quit."
    

    
      I was about to turn and leave without any regrets when someone shouted.
    

    
      "You rotten bastard of a boss! This place is disgusting, so I quit too! You motherless bastard!"
    

    
      Kkalkki raised his voice, as if letting out all the resentment that had built up over the years.
    

    
      "Did you not just see what happened?! I was almost fuckin' scre-wed! And that's the kind of shit that comes out of your mouth? Are you even human, you bastard?!"
    

    
      A smirk escaped my lips.
    

    
      For him to say he's quitting too, as if he was just waiting for the moment I said I'd quit.
    

    
      Even if he follows me out.
    

    
      It's not like he's guaranteed a job.
    

    
      It was a move typical of Kkalkki and his single-minded devotion to me.
    

    
      The president clicked his tongue.
    

    
      "Hah. Look at these two, acting like a pair of fucking idiots. Fine. Good riddance. Both of you, get out!"
    

    
      Even if two screws are missing, a clock's pendulum still swings.
    

    
      The factory wouldn't shut down just because we were gone.
    

    
      He could just find two new parts.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      Someone placed their safety helmet on the floor.
    

    
      "Then I'll be quittin' too, sir."
    

    
      A middle-aged man in his 50s.
    

    
      He was the factory's foreman and the man with the longest career among us.
    

    
      His son had also worked at a Hunter equipment factory.
    

    
      They said he had lost his footing while working at a high place and fell to his death.
    

    
      I still remembered the words the foreman had once muttered with a lonely expression while looking at me.
    

    
      — If my son were alive, he would have been right around your age.
    

    
      I had no idea where my father was after I went to live at my grandmother's house.
    

    
      I didn't want to know where he was or what he was doing.
    

    
      It was easier to just forget him as if he were dead.
    

    
      Unlike my father, the foreman was a responsible man who fulfilled his duties in his given position.
    

    
      I looked up to him like a father.
    

    
      "Among all the lads workin' here, where ya gonna find another one as sharp as Yong-gi? And you're firin' him?"
    

    
      The foreman's voice rang out loudly inside the factory.
    

    
      His action became a signal flare.
    

    
      From all over, as if by prearrangement, the same action was repeated.
    

    
      Someone took off their gloves, and someone else put down the grinder they were holding.
    

    
      "I'm quitting too."
    

    
      "Make sure ya give us our severance pay, or I'm reportin' ya to the Ministry of Labor."
    

    
      "Yong-gi's right! Last month's overtime pay wasn't in our salaries!"
    

    
      I had worked all sorts of part-time jobs until I was 20 before getting a job at the factory.
    

    
      In terms of years worked, I was in my third year.
    

    
      I had shared the ups and downs of life with the 10-odd people here.
    

    
      I don't have any particular memory of being good to them.
    

    
      Because I was a terrible miser.
    

    
      I had never even treated them to something as common as a single drink.
    

    
      However, I worked with all my might.
    

    
      When heavy raw materials were delivered, I would step up and carry twice as much as anyone else.
    

    
      And whenever I had a spare moment, I would pick up trash and clean, keeping the site in a tidy state.
    

    
      Cleaning the bathroom was a job for Kkalkki, the youngest, but whenever he was resting, I would roll up my sleeves.
    

    
      During break times, rather than lying down, I would make instant coffee and hand it out to the other employees.
    

    
      "President-nim."
    

    
      The foreman spoke on behalf of the workers.
    

    
      "If Yong-gi quits, we're all walking out too."
    

    
      I felt a little embarrassed.
    

    
      At the same time, a corner of my heart grew warm.
    

    
      The me that I had judged was the worst.
    

    
      But it seemed the me that others judged wasn't the worst, after all.
    

    
      The flustered president stammered.
    

    
      "Wh-Why is everyone acting like this?"
    

    
      A subcontractor of a subcontractor.
    

    
      A third-tier vendor factory is a slave to the mega-corporation <Seosan>.
    

    
      If that many screws fall out at once, the clock's pendulum will definitely stop.
    

    
      In the end, the president tucked his tail between his legs and raised the white flag.
    

    
      "Puhaha! It's April Fools' Day, isn't it? It was a joke. A joke! Yong-gi-ya. You did great! We can just buy a new press, no big deal! I'm gonna go visit a client!"
    

    
      The president fled the scene as if running away.
    

    
      The foreman watched the president's retreating back for a while, then spoke.
    

    
      "...Let's get to work. Yong-gi, you get changed too."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      At his instruction, the workers moved as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      Suddenly, my eyes met with Kkalkki's, who was beside me.
    

    
      The dark-skinned kid revealed his pearly white teeth and grinned.
    

    
      "Cap'n. Somethin's different 'bout you today."
    

    
      "What is?"
    

    
      "Like, how do I say it. You seem full of life."
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      The factory had been a cross I had to bear for my family, a rightful duty, and a public square for my atonement.
    

    
      Whenever I arrived here, my smile would automatically vanish.
    

    
      "Hand."
    

    
      I held out my right hand.
    

    
      Kkalkki tilted his head, then accepted the handshake.
    

    
      A wave of relief washed over me as I held that coarse but warm part of his body.
    

    
      With this, I had righted a part of a life that had been on the verge of becoming seriously distorted.
    

    
      "Don't get hurt. You have to work with me for a long, long time."
    

    
      Kkalkki stood at attention and gave a salute.
    

    
      "Yessir, Cap'n! Thank ya for savin' my life! Reporting for duty, sir!"
    

    
      The factory lights shone down on Kkalkki's raised right hand.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      Meanwhile,
    

    
      The Dio Guild arrived late at the scene.
    

    
      "Afterward, Dionysus was dispatched. He attempted to subdue the Big Lava, but..."
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      Combat Team Leader Lee Yu-seol swept her bobbed hair aside, revealing a cold gaze.
    

    
      As the briefing was halted, the reporting agent gulped.
    

    
      "Where did the Big Lava's corpse go? I heard you failed to subdue it. But I was also told it was taken care of."
    

    
      "Ah... That is correct, but."
    

    
      The agent's gaze shifted somewhere else.
    

    
      It was toward the area where Seo Gwang-pal was currently receiving first aid.
    

    
      A piece of the helmet was embedded in the crown of his head and had to be pulled out with tweezers.
    

    
      "Ouch! I said be gentle, it hurts!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal snapped at the medical team.
    

    
      "According to Hunter Seo-nim, an unknown assailant appeared and took care of the Big Lava."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol's brow furrowed.
    

    
      "An assailant? What's his affiliation?"
    

    
      She quickly tried to place him in the hierarchy.
    

    
      Just like corporations, guilds were groups that pursued profit.
    

    
      In a capitalist society, the bigger you were, the more advantageous your position.
    

    
      Dio was one of the top three guilds in the Republic of Korea.
    

    
      If the assailant was from a weaker faction, the problem could be resolved simply.
    

    
      "We have not yet been able to identify him."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "I-I'm sorry."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol felt like the conversation kept going off track.
    

    
      Amidst a nagging feeling that she was missing something important.
    

    
      She pointed at Seo Gwang-pal with her chin.
    

    
      "Call that bastard over."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      The rookie agent ran over to Seo Gwang-pal and whispered in his ear.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal looked toward Lee Yu-seol and let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      To Seo Gwang-pal, who was merely a C-rank, the A-rank Lee Yu-seol was like an uncomfortable boss at work.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal walked over as slowly as a cow being led to the slaughterhouse.
    

    
      "Team Leader-nim. As you can see, I'm a patient. If you have something to say, maybe later at the hospital... Gak!”
    

    
      Without any mercy, Lee Yu-seol struck Seo Gwang-pal's stomach with her fist.
    

    
      It was a single blow so powerful that the body of Seo Gwang-pal, who weighed over 100kg, jolted.
    

    
      "Kkeuek......"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal clutched his abdomen and writhed on the ground, screeching.
    

    
      "God fucking dammit! Just 'cause you're the Team Leader, you think you can assault a guild member? I'm gonna sue your..."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol bent her knees and calmly spoke as she grabbed Seo Gwang-pal's chin with one hand, lifting his head.
    

    
      "Hey. You son of a bitch."
    

    
      She rubbed Seo Gwang-pal's smooth, bald crown.
    

    
      "Sue me? You seem to be mistaken about something. If it weren't for the CEO-nim, you would have been dead by my hands long ago."
    

    
      At her voice, which was cold enough to give him goosebumps, Seo Gwang-pal broke out in a cold sweat and quietly shut his mouth.
    

    
      If he got kicked out of here, his life as a Hunter would be over.
    

    
      There wouldn't be any other guild willing to take in a loose cannon like him.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal quickly changed his tune and got on his knees.
    

    
      "...Please forgive me, Team Leader-nim. I lost my mind for a moment. Is there... something you wanted to say?"
    

    
      "Report on the situation."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal quickly explained what had just happened.
    

    
      Of course, he didn't tell it exactly as it was.
    

    
      He added a little exaggeration and manipulation.
    

    
      "So, at the crucial moment, my prey was stolen. And then that motherfucker attacked me, can you believe it? Ah, of course, I only let my guard down and took just one hit, but as you can see, I'm perfectly fine."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol wasn't looking at Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      She didn't believe his words at face value anyway.
    

    
      "Is that your helmet?"
    

    
      "That's right. Agh. It's totally wrecked. And it was so expensive, too."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol stared at the shattered helmet.
    

    
      <Seosan>, the company that produces Hunter equipment.
    

    
      It was a mega-corporation that released new state-of-the-art products every year, backed by its immense capital.
    

    
      <Seosan> had specially supplied the Dio Guild with its biggest hit helmet of the year.
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol didn't use it, finding it stuffy, but in terms of durability alone, it was this year's greatest masterpiece.
    

    
      'That, in a single hit?'
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol bit her lip.
    

    
      Could she have done it?
    

    
      If she gathered as much mana as possible and struck, it wouldn't be impossible, but.
    

    
      She wasn't confident she could shatter it to that extent while the opponent was wearing it.
    

    
      'Someone on CEO Go's level could probably do it.'
    

    
      She thought of the man who was both an S-rank Hunter and the head of the Dio Guild.
    

    
      'In the first place, to be strong enough to turn a Big Lava into minced meat... this is no ordinary bastard.’
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol spoke to the agent.
    

    
      "What about the CCTV?"
    

    
      "It malfunctioned due to the interference waves from the Gate. There is a vehicle's dashcam, but the bus overturned and damaged it, so the image quality is really bad."
    

    
      "Secure it anyway."
    

    
      "Yes, Team Leader-nim."
    

    
      She turned her head to Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      "Which guild was he from?"
    

    
      They hadn't secured the mana stone, the dispatched Hunter was injured, and his equipment was destroyed.
    

    
      They hadn't gained a single thing.
    

    
      In times like these, the next best option was to shift the responsibility.
    

    
      Since he caused a loss for the guild, he had to be held accountable accordingly.
    

    
      "You must have seen his face."
    

    
      "...Well, he was wearing a mask."
    

    
      "A mask?"
    

    
      "Yes. He had his face covered."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal stammered.
    

    
      "He didn't even look like a Hunter. His clothes were all shabby, too."
    

    
      While his voice trailed off, Lee Yu-seol was lost in thought.
    

    
      'He's not a Hunter?'
    

    
      They existed, occasionally.
    

    
      Those who worked freely without having officially registered as an Awakened.
    

    
      However, most of them were insignificant.
    

    
      They were either people who had their Hunter licenses revoked for causing trouble, or their ranks were so low there was no need to register.
    

    
      Although she had heard urban legends about hidden masters hiding among them.
    

    
      'I've only ever actually seen one once.'
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal feigned being in pain and whined.
    

    
      "Um, Team Leader-nim. Is it alright if I go to the hospital now?"
    

    
      "Pathetic bastard. Get lost."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal's shoulders slumped as he turned away.
    

    
      In the heavy silence, Seo Gwang-pal opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Um... Team Leader-nim. I don't know if this will be helpful, but... that bastard called himself a hero."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Ah, it's nothing. Please, carry on."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol had clearly heard what Seo Gwang-pal said.
    

    
      He was a bastard who exaggerated his own achievements, but it seemed that this time, he was telling the truth.
    

    
      A hero, he says.
    

    
      ‘Is he trying to play hero, or what?’
    

    
      Due to complicated procedures and laws, it was rare for Hunters to fight each other.
    

    
      On this land, besides monsters, the only ones who would commit such an act were Villains.
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol crossed her arms and agonized.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Was this an impulsive crime committed by some madman steeped in anti-Hunter ideology?
    

    
      Or was it a meticulously calculated declaration of war?
    

    
      "Hey. Octopus Head."
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol called out to stop Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      "You. Take responsibility and find that bastard."
    

    
      "...Understood. Should I find him and beat him to a pulp?"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal waited for an answer, his eyes burning with fervor.
    

    
      One of the things people misunderstood about the Dio Guild.
    

    
      They said the guild recruited people regardless of their character, but in reality, CEO Go was a believer in skill supremacy.
    

    
      The curiosity that had been crouching inside Lee Yu-seol began to stir.
    

    
      "Make him join the Dio Guild."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      His subordinate was beaten up, but instead of getting revenge, she was offering the guy a job.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was furious to the tip of his bald head, but in front of Lee Yu-seol, his anger was automatically regulated.
    

    
      "And if he refuses?"
    

    
      Lee Yu-seol raised her red lips into a chilling smile.
    

    
      "Then we'll have to kill him.”
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      Chapter 7 - April Fools' Day (3)
    

    
      "Let's eat!"
    

    
      At the foreman's shout, everyone stopped what they were doing and headed for the company cafeteria.
    

    
      As always, Kkalkki stuck close to my side.
    

    
      "Cap'n. Today's menu is pork crap-let, they say. Aish. Fuckin' pork crap-let every single damn day."
    

    
      They say you learn to swear first no matter what country you go to.
    

    
      It really seems like Kkalkki's Korean language patch was installed incorrectly.
    

    
      "Did you see that bastard Pres'dent earlier? It was so satisfyin' to see him run away with his tail between his legs."
    

    
      I watched Kkalkki as he chattered on.
    

    
      As I quietly watched the chattering Kkalkki, something I'd been curious about for a long time came to mind.
    

    
      I never bothered to ask in my past life, but I decided to ask in this one.
    

    
      "Kkalkki."
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      His large, child-like innocent pupils turned toward me.
    

    
      "Why do you like me?"
    

    
      Kkalkki diligently took care of not only me but the people around me as well.
    

    
      He was a good-natured kid, to be sure, but he wasn't like that with everyone at the factory.
    

    
      I wanted to know the reason why he was particularly kind only to me.
    

    
      Kkalkki blinked and scratched his head.
    

    
      "Well, that's 'cause."
    

    
      An unexpected answer popped out, making my own predictable guesses seem foolish.
    

    
      "'Cause you've got style."
    

    
      I had no idea what he was talking about.
    

    
      Just where on earth did this kid learn Korean?
    

    
      Kkalkki added an explanation.
    

    
      "On my first day of work, every-one was cussin' me out. Son of a bitch. Son of a cow. Said I fuckin' sucked at my job, too."
    

    
      Ah, so that was it.
    

    
      The reason Kkalkki was so good at swearing was that he had been subjected to just as much verbal abuse as soon as he came to Korea.
    

    
      "But the Cap'n, you just quietly taught me the work. Even when I messed up, you'd show me again. I was so touched then! That's what's cool about you, Cap'n. You've got style!"
    

    
      Did I do that?
    

    
      It was common for the young guys who first came here to not even last a few days before running away.
    

    
      That's why I didn't bother making much conversation with the newcomers.
    

    
      However, I did remember my first meeting with Kkalkki.
    

    
      He was completely crestfallen, as if he'd gone through some considerable hardship somewhere.
    

    
      Whenever someone said something to him, he would hunch his shoulders and bow his head first.
    

    
      The foreman introduced me to Kkalkki.
    

    
      "Kkalkki. This guy, Choi Yong-gi, is your mentor."
    

    
      "Mentor?"
    

    
      "He's like the head honcho who'll teach you the work."
    

    
      "Head honcho? Ah!"
    

    
      After that, Kkalkki learned the work under me, following me around like a puppy.
    

    
      He even called me Captain, despite the foreman being right there.
    

    
      Kkalkki continued.
    

    
      "There's a Nepa-lese prov-erb that says, 'According to your virtues, so goes your karma.' It means you fuckin' reap what you fuckin' sow, ya see-zee? The Cap'n is def'nitely gonna be blessed some-day."
    

    
      I died and was born again.
    

    
      I returned to the past, Awakened, and gained a hero's ability.
    

    
      I wonder, was this life the result of karma?
    

    
      Or was it a blessing?
    

    
      Rumble.
    

    
      A loud noise erupted from Kkalkki's stomach.
    

    
      "Oops."
    

    
      The kid rubbed his belly and laughed sheepishly.
    

    
      I slapped Kkalkki on the back and entered the cafeteria.
    

    
      "Let's just go eat some pork crap-let."
    

    
      ......
    

    
      Kkalkki raised his voice.
    

    
      "I will eat we-ell! Every-body, eat up!"
    

    
      The foreman pointed at Kkalkki with his spoon.
    

    
      "Kkalkki. You're messing up your formal speech on purpose, aren't you?"
    

    
      "Nope! Foreman-nim-yessir!"
    

    
      Seeing the food on the table, I couldn't help but sigh.
    

    
      Soggy, greasy frozen pork cutlet was the main dish.
    

    
      Tough seaweed stems, pale shredded radish kimchi, and white rice were all there was.
    

    
      And four people had to share this at one table.
    

    
      Despite this, there were no complaints.
    

    
      Because if we didn't eat at least this, we wouldn't be able to endure the afternoon's work.
    

    
      In the middle of the meal, the foreman spoke.
    

    
      "Anyway, Yong-gi-ya. When'd ya Awaken?"
    

    
      In an instant, all eyes were on me.
    

    
      It was only natural for them to be curious.
    

    
      After all, a proper Awakened ability was the same as winning the lottery.
    

    
      "This morning.”
    

    
      Exclamations of awe erupted from all around.
    

    
      "Well, I'll be. So that's why you got so strong."
    

    
      "Guess you'll be quittin' the factory soon then? Man, I'm so jealous."
    

    
      For the second time, all eyes were focused on me.
    

    
      If you receive a high rank as an Awakened and become a Hunter, you get to live a life that's 180 degrees different from this one.
    

    
      First of all, the numbers printed in your bank account would change.
    

    
      "No. I'm going to keep working here."
    

    
      Everyone tilted their heads in bewilderment and began to whisper amongst themselves.
    

    
      "Hm? He's not quitting?"
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "If it were me, I'd be out there raidin' those what's-it-called, Gates! And huntin' monsters and all that!"
    

    
      In the midst of all this, Kkalkki grabbed my arm tightly.
    

    
      "No! Why should the Cap'n quit! Mind your own business! Or rather, your own damn business! Just shut up and stuff your faces!"
    

    
      "What? Look at the damn manners on this foreign worker bastard."
    

    
      "Yeah? So what? You Joseon-jin*!"
    

    
      [TL/N: Joseon-jin (조센징) is a derogatory slur for Koreans, derived from the Japanese pronunciation of the term used during the colonial era. In this context, Kkalkki, a Nepalese worker, is using this ethnic slur as a comeback after being called a "foreign worker bastard" by his Korean coworker.]
    

    
      Following Kkalkki's indiscriminate remark, pork cutlets flew across the table.
    

    
      I looked at the foreman and opened my mouth.
    

    
      "Thank you for earlier."
    

    
      If he hadn't stood up for me, I would have left this place without any regrets.
    

    
      The foreman spoke while stuffing his mouth.
    

    
      "Don't mention it. If you left, Yong-gi, we'd have to shut this place down. But more importantly..."
    

    
      He lifted his head.
    

    
      "Earlier, I saw the boss stompin' off in a huff toward the 7th Factory."
    

    
      The Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex was made up of the 1st Factory to the 9th Factory.
    

    
      The entire complex operated on a structure of receiving contracts from a mega-corporation.
    

    
      At first glance, it might not seem like there are any problems, but.
    

    
      The Hunter business sector was rife with all sorts of corruption.
    

    
      One element of that was the gangs.
    

    
      The gangs had seized control of the Ilsan Industrial Complex by threatening workers and extorting money.
    

    
      The mega-corporation knew about this, but they intentionally left them alone.
    

    
      Because that was a way to control the workers without getting their own hands dirty.
    

    
      The government also turned a blind eye to the collusive relationship between the mega-corporation and the gangs.
    

    
      The 7th Factory the foreman mentioned was where the gang's headquarters was located.
    

    
      "If he brings those bastards back, there's nothin' I can do. You understand, right?"
    

    
      He had lost his first child in a factory.
    

    
      But he still had a young daughter and a wife at home.
    

    
      For a laborer, their body is their life.
    

    
      Quitting a job to find another one elsewhere.
    

    
      And becoming unemployed for life after a major injury are two separate issues.
    

    
      In order to feed his wife and child, protecting his own body was paramount.
    

    
      "I know. Next time, please don't step in, no matter what. I will take care of it."
    

    
      I had gotten entangled with the gang a few times in my past life.
    

    
      It was when I went to complain about unpaid wages, and the president, as always, called the gang for help.
    

    
      At that time, I was beaten mercilessly by the bastards who attacked me in a group.
    

    
      And Kkalkki, who tried to protect me, was beaten with me.
    

    
      "You'll take care of it? How?"
    

    
      After finishing my meal, I gulped down a glass of water as if it were beer.
    

    
      I slammed the metal cup down on the table.
    

    
      In the noisy atmosphere, everyone looked at me.
    

    
      After half a day, I finally understood.
    

    
      My second life wasn't something granted by a god.
    

    
      There was no special meaning or duty given to me.
    

    
      Whether I take a life full of regret and turn it into a new opportunity.
    

    
      Or I repay my debts to those I owe.
    

    
      Meaning is something you have to find for yourself.
    

    
      Therefore, this time, my goal was simple.
    

    
      "I have to fight."
    

    
      Everyone's faces were filled with utter shock and horror.
    

    
      "Wh-What? You're sayin' you're gonna stand up to the gang?"
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya. Don't you go doin' somethin' reckless!"
    

    
      "That's right! Nothin' good comes from gettin' involved with bastards like them!"
    

    
      It wasn't that they couldn't stand up to the gang for no reason.
    

    
      Most of them were ex-convicts, and among them were even some former Villains.
    

    
      But it's okay.
    

    
      I was in such a daze on the way here that I couldn't try it, but.
    

    
      There was something I desperately wanted to test out before the day was over.
    

    
      "Just trust me. Thank you for the meal."
    

    
      ......
    

    
      After lunch, everyone sat down wherever they could find a spot.
    

    
      Someone used a block of styrofoam as a bed and fell into a deep, short sleep.
    

    
      Someone else sipped on instant coffee and smoked a cigarette.
    

    
      About 15 minutes.
    

    
      It was the one and only honey-sweet break time of the day.
    

    
      Kkalkki sat down, stuck right next to me, and ate a snack.
    

    
      Chocolates, jellies, candies, and so on.
    

    
      The kid had a particular fondness for sweet snacks.
    

    
      Today, Kkalkki's pick was potato chips in a long, cylindrical can.
    

    
      Kkalkki crunched on the chips rhythmically.
    

    
      Then, after staring intently at his phone, he held it out to me.
    

    
      "Huge inci-dent! Cap'n. Did ya see this?"
    

    
      It was an article that had been posted three minutes ago.
    

    
      [[ Villain? vs Hero? ]]
    

    
      An unknown individual who defeated a Big Lava has appeared in the middle of downtown Eunpyeong-gu. He not only took care of the monster but also attacked a Dio Guild Hunter before suddenly disappearing...
    

    
      Below the article, a crookedly tilted video that looked like it was from a vehicle's dashcam was attached.
    

    
      Kkalkki played it.
    

    
      The video quality was so pixelated that you could barely make out the figures, but I could understand the content.
    

    
      The scene of the Big Lava being blown to bits and Seo Gwang-pal being knocked out flowed by.
    

    
      —According to a witness, his appearance as he ran wild wearing a purple mask was like that of a menacing demon, and they dubbed him the 'Purple Devil.'
    

    
      A hollow laugh escaped me.
    

    
      The Purple Devil, he says.
    

    
      What a naming sense.
    

    
      "Oh?! That's ri-ight! Cap'n, you take this bus to work too!"
    

    
      Kkalkki's eyes widened with excitement.
    

    
      "Were you there too, Cap'n?"
    

    
      Was it because my attitude toward life had become more relaxed?
    

    
      I found myself enjoying April Fools' Day, something I had never cared about in my past life.
    

    
      When you work at a factory for a long time, you tend to get a bit dull.
    

    
      You just work like a machine part, so you don't think deeply.
    

    
      Naturally, life becomes boring.
    

    
      Since Kkalkki was the one to bring up the hot topic, should I try messing with him a little?
    

    
      What kind of joke would fluster him?
    

    
      Ironically, telling the truth was the most effective.
    

    
      "Yeah. I was there."
    

    
      "Whoa! Then you must've seen this bastard, too?"
    

    
      Kkalkki muttered, tapping the figure in the video with his index finger.
    

    
      "To attack a Hunter without any fe-ar. What kinda crazy shit is that."
    

    
      The rating system for raising a Hunter's rank is based on performance.
    

    
      You build up your record by clearing Gates, defeating monsters, or taking down Villains.
    

    
      Therefore, attacking a fellow Hunter was of no real help at all.
    

    
      "What was he like when ya saw him in person? That purple sweet po-ta-to lookin' bastard?"
    

    
      Kkalkki handed me a purple snack.
    

    
      So they weren't potato chips.
    

    
      I took it and began to munch on it.
    

    
      A crispy texture, better than the pork cutlet, and a savory sweetness spread across my tongue.
    

    
      I fixed my gaze on the blue sky and opened my mouth.
    

    
      "He was handsome, tall, had a cool voice, a refreshing personality, and acted very manly. Oh, and he also had 1 billion won..."
    

    
      At this point, Kkalkki noticed something was strange.
    

    
      It was rare for me to blatantly praise someone.
    

    
      And in the first place, I wasn't the type to give unnecessarily long answers.
    

    
      "No way."
    

    
      Kkalkki hurriedly put down the snack can.
    

    
      Then, he zoomed in on the video.
    

    
      The person's face was covered with a handkerchief, but the clothes he was wearing were the same as mine.
    

    
      The shabby factory jumper I wore, come rain or shine, was my trademark.
    

    
      Kkalkki looked back and forth between the phone and my face with an exaggerated motion.
    

    
      After glancing around for a moment, he moved closer to me and lowered his voice.
    

    
      "Is this... you, Cap'n?"
    

    
      He had opened his eyes so wide it looked like his already large eyes were going to pop out.
    

    
      At this rate, this April Fools' prank is a huge success.
    

    
      I was about to answer him, when a group of men approached from the distance.
    

    
      "Choi Yong-gi! You son of a bitch! Get out here!"
    

    
      The president shouted gallantly with a confident expression.
    

    
      Behind him, a large group of gang members followed in a crowd.
    

    
      It was the moment the 15 minutes of peace were shattered.
    

    
      The laborers, who had been resting leisurely in front of the cafeteria, got to their feet.
    

    
      "Aigoo. What we expected has finally come."
    

    
      "That rotten boss bastard. In the end, he really brought those heinous bastards here."
    

    
      Pat, pat.
    

    
      I tapped Kkalkki on the shoulder.
    

    
      "Let's finish this conversation later."
    

    
      I dusted off my hands and stood up from my spot.
    

    
      I walked out in front, representing the factory workers.
    

    
      The president flinched and stepped back, then pointed at me and said.
    

    
      "That's the bastard right there."
    

    
      At that, the man who appeared to be the gang's leader approached and stopped in front of me.
    

    
      Me and the other workers.
    

    
      The president and the gang.
    

    
      We were in a standoff.
    

    
      "Hey, buddy. I heard you've been causing trouble since this morning?"
    

    
      The tall and scrawny leader of the gang postured arrogantly.
    

    
      This man was the right hand of the gang's main boss, and a former Villain.
    

    
      He used to go around bragging, as if it were a habit, about how he had taken down an A-rank Hunter with his bare hands in his prime.
    

    
      "What gives you the right to be so cocky? Huh?"
    

    
      The bastard shoved his bony fist in front of my face.
    

    
      "Want me to bust your jaw?"
    

    
      The thing I wanted to test was simple.
    

    
      Just how far would the hero ability I possessed work?
    

    
      In short, I needed to measure my combat power.
    

    
      And just in time, a human sandbag had walked right up to me on his own.
    

    
      'This is perfect.'
    

    
      I leaned my chin against the bastard's fist, as if resting on it.
    

    
      "Do it.”
    

  Chapter 8: Justification for a Fight

    
      Chapter 8 - Justification for a Fight
    

    
      The lanky guy looked down at me and spoke.
    

    
      "First, I'll ask as a courtesy. Justification is pretty important to our side, you see."
    

    
      The Confucian scholar of the Spring and Autumn period, Confucius, advocated for the Rectification of Names doctrine.
    

    
      A king must be king-like.
    

    
      A subject must be subject-like.
    

    
      A father must be father-like.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      Well, it continues on in that fashion.
    

    
      It roughly meant that everyone should act in a way that befits their role.
    

    
      According to the lanky guy's logic.
    

    
      It meant, 'A gang must be gang-like.'
    

    
      When I first encountered the Rectification of Names, I had scoffed.
    

    
      Because my father was not at all father-like.
    

    
      The lanky guy continued.
    

    
      "As if destroying a perfectly good press wasn't enough, you even incited the workers? Wow, you're a real piece of work!"
    

    
      It may seem like this thing called justification grants a plausible degree of legitimacy.
    

    
      But in reality, if you hang it on your ear, it's an earring; if you hang it on your nose, it's a nose ring.
    

    
      "Why'd you do it? I should at least~~ hear your reason. Not that it matters, since you're gonna get your ass beat anyway."
    

    
      See?
    

    
      Depending on the justification, doesn't violence sometimes become justice?
    

    
      That's why I believe justification is no different from a lie.
    

    
      It's more truthful to just be upfront about pursuing your own interests.
    

    
      "Why, you ask?"
    

    
      I lifted my chin and looked up at the lanky guy.
    

    
      "Because the side dishes tasted like shit."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      The lanky guy's brow furrowed as he scowled.
    

    
      If I had left the press as it was, someone else's hand would have been cut off, even if it wasn't Kkalkki's.
    

    
      It might have even been my own hand.
    

    
      But that was the real reason.
    

    
      And I had no intention of telling this bastard what was on my mind.
    

    
      "You guys probably wouldn't know, since you only stuff your faces with delivery food. Come try the cafeteria sometime. You'll be confused whether they're serving it to people or to dogs."
    

    
      The lanky guy's reaction was one of sheer disbelief.
    

    
      "That's your only reason?”
    

    
      "Yeah. That's right."
    

    
      One of the factory workers watching us went 
      Pfft
      . and burst out laughing.
    

    
      "We grind our asses off all morning, the least you could do~~ is feed us properly."
    

    
      "Hear, hear!"
    

    
      Kkalkki's voice came from behind me.
    

    
      "A piece of a steel scrubber came out of the pork crap-let today! Are you tryin' to make me eat that and croak? That's just too much, I tell ya!"
    

    
      The president hid behind the lanky guy and goaded him on.
    

    
      "Look! Look at the disrespectful way those things are talking. They'll be very dangerous if you leave them be. Director-nim, please teach them a lesson!"
    

    
      The lanky guy nodded.
    

    
      "You're right, President Kim. Looks like we'll have to teach your employees just how scary the world is."
    

    
      It wasn't that I was underestimating the gang's second-in-command out of sheer arrogance.
    

    
      Though I acted nonchalant on the outside, I had been cautiously observing the bastard the entire time we were talking.
    

    
      Habitual liars don't trust others easily.
    

    
      Just as they are adept at deceiving others, they never let down their guard of suspicion.
    

    
      It was the same for me.
    

    
      I wasn't getting cocky just because I had Awakened.
    

    
      The hero ability, <Superhuman's Judgment>.
    

    
      What if this power was just mediocre?
    

    
      Big Lava and Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      What if it only worked because I was lucky enough to only run into weaklings?
    

    
      I was curious.
    

    
      Just how much could I solve with my own power?
    

    
      There was no way to know by tearing apart an innocent press.
    

    
      I too was an Awakened, but in terms of experience, I was sorely lacking.
    

    
      I needed a standard to gauge my own capabilities.
    

    
      And that standard is this lanky guy.
    

    
      The lanky guy poked my chest.
    

    
      "Hey, buddy. Seems you Awakened and now you're feelin' antsy. You keep that up and you'll learn the hard way. Back in my day, I went one-on-one with an A-rank Hunter and..."
    

    
      He hasn't changed a bit. This bastard.
    

    
      In my past life, too, he was always going on about 'back in my day~'.
    

    
      It really hit home that I had regressed.
    

    
      It feels like I'm rewatching a movie I saw a long time ago.
    

    
      I had no way of knowing if this bastard had really fought and won against an A-rank Hunter.
    

    
      But if that was true, it meant he was quite the skilled fighter when he was active.
    

    
      However, that was also a story from 10 years ago.
    

    
      His skills would have deteriorated considerably since then, so at best, wouldn't he only be on par with a B-rank Hunter now?
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was a C-rank Hunter, so.
    

    
      This is perfect.
    

    
      Snatch.
    

    
      I caught the lanky guy's fist as it poked my chest.
    

    
      "If you're going to do it, let's do it quickly. There's less than 5 minutes of break time left. I'll go first."
    

    
      I gently wrapped my hand around his fist.
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      The lanky guy tilted his head.
    

    
      "What do you think you're doing? I'm not into skinship with other guys..."
    

    
      With <Superhuman's Judgment>, I applied enough force to crush his bones.
    

    
      "Huk?!"
    

    
      The lanky guy hurriedly pulled himself back, got his feet tangled, and fell over.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      I looked down at the lanky guy who had fallen flat on his back all by himself.
    

    
      My balance was the same.
    

    
      It was likely because the bastard had sensed something was off and dodged.
    

    
      Tsk.
       How disappointing.
    

    
      A miss like this happened because I'm still not used to handling my ability.
    

    
      The lanky guy stammered.
    

    
      "You... you. Who the hell are you?"
    

    
      Kkalkki let out a cheer.
    

    
      "Yes! Get him, Cap'n! That bastard hit me in the head fuckin' hard in the bathroom before for blockin' his way. The rotten bastard!"
    

    
      On the other hand, the gang members were clearly flustered.
    

    
      "H-Hyungnim!"
    

    
      "Are you alright?"
    

    
      "Let go! You bastards!"
    

    
      The lanky guy irritably shook off his subordinates' hands.
    

    
      "Hoo. Hoo-oo."
    

    
      Then he took a deep breath and panted.
    

    
      However, he didn't get agitated like Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      He looked me up and down, steadying his breathing.
    

    
      So, he didn't just get old for nothing.
    

    
      There was something that came from his years of experience.
    

    
      The proof of that was.
    

    
      "I guess you're not just some riffraff."
    

    
      His gaze sharpened, and the atmosphere changed.
    

    
      As he entered a full combat stance, I had the illusion that the air was freezing over.
    

    
      The onlookers held their breath and swallowed dryly.
    

    
      This is where it gets real.
    

    
      The lanky guy straightened his back and took a step closer.
    

    
      "As expected, you're young, so you're very strong. Looks like you Awakened as a Power-type."
    

    
      Was it my imagination, or did the lanky guy's form distort like a piece of taffy?
    

    
      "For a Change-type like me, the matchup might be disadvantageous. To be honest, I'm not that strong."
    

    
      With each step he took, the lanky guy's limbs rippled like a heat haze.
    

    
      That was not a natural phenomenon.
    

    
      It was definitely a special ability that used mana.
    

    
      Dragging this out any longer wouldn't do me any good.
    

    
      One-Hit Kill.
    

    
      At present, that was my greatest strength.
    

    
      The lanky guy came right up to my face.
    

    
      "Go on, try and hit me again."
    

    
      I threw a punch without hesitation.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      With the sound of a fist cutting through the air, the lanky guy disappeared.
    

    
      "Over here."
    

    
      A voice came from behind me.
    

    
      'He's fas—'
    

    
      "Hyaah!"
    

    
      As soon as I turned around, the bastard kicked me in the side.
    

    
      I instinctively blocked with my elbow.
    

    
      With a powerful impact, my body was sent flying sideways.
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      I stopped only after tumbling more than twice across the ground, covered in dust.
    

    
      Small, sharp pebbles stuck to my skin, and one became embedded in my cheek.
    

    
      My body ached and stung all over.
    

    
      It all happened in an instant.
    

    
      'If that bastard hadn't shouted before he attacked, I wouldn't have even been able to block it properly.'
    

    
      The lanky guy, holding one leg up in a kicking stance, spoke.
    

    
      "I went easy on you on purpose. It's no fun if it ends in one go, right? What was that about 5 minutes? I'll torment you until you're begging me to save you."
    

    
      The area around my elbow throbbed.
    

    
      If the lanky guy hadn't held back, the bone would have broken.
    

    
      Therefore, it was a close call.
    

    
      Walking a tightrope on the line of death, I could now see where I stood.
    

    
      <Superhuman's Judgment> possessed formidable power.
    

    
      Looking at the ability itself, it was on a level that overwhelmed that lanky guy.
    

    
      However, as the proverb goes, even a string of priceless pearls is useless until it's strung.
    

    
      No matter how outstanding the performance of my fist was, if I couldn't land a hit, it was useless.
    

    
      If I couldn't see through the bastard's speed and strange ability, the outcome of the fight was as clear as day.
    

    
      'How do I close the gap?'
    

    
      Lying on the ground, I switched the blue window.
    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    
      1.  Super Kid Series.
    

    
          1)  <Superhuman's Judgment>
    

    
              : 1 million won per use.
    

    
          2)  <God's Aura>
    

    
              : 5 million won per day.
    

    
      Step two.
    

    
      It was time to move on to the next one.
    

    
      I clicked on the grayed-out text, 2) <God's Aura>.
    

    
      BEEP!
    

    
      A phrase appeared along with a warning sound.
    

    
      [ Conditions have not been met ]
    

    
      Damn it. Then tell me what the conditions are.
    

    
      "Cap'n!"
    

    
      Kkalkki's worried voice was directed at me.
    

    
      The other factory workers also faltered, looking terrified.
    

    
      If I were to lose here, what would happen next was painfully obvious.
    

    
      They would come to the 4th Factory whenever they felt like it, raise hell, and harass the employees.
    

    
      Protection fees, union dues, severance pay, and so on.
    

    
      They would surely tear even more money from our salaries.
    

    
      I couldn't bear to see my colleagues suffer that fate.
    

    
      Isn't there some way?
    

    
      [ Conditions have not been met ]
    

    
      As I stared intently at the phrase, I saw something engraved in small letters below it.
    

    
      [ 4/5 ]
    

    
      It was a number I hadn't noticed at first.
    

    
      Racking my memory, I think it had been increasing little by little since I arrived here from my morning commute.
    

    
      Four out of five times.
    

    
      Just one more, and the count of five will be filled.
    

    
      'Don't tell me.’
    

    
      I dusted myself off and got up.
    

    
      The lanky guy clapped his hands once.
    

    
      "Whoa, what a real man!"
    

    
      I had a vague idea of what the condition was.
    

    
      It would have been nice to test it out leisurely, but I suppose I have no choice but to apply it in a real fight immediately.
    

    
      The plan was simple.
    

    
      First, shut up and attack.
    

    
      I rushed at the lanky guy, throwing a one-two with both hands.
    

    
      Whoosh. Whoosh.
    

    
      As expected, my fists only hit the empty air.
    

    
      The withdrawal notification didn't sound.
    

    
      It was likely because I hadn't landed a valid hit.
    

    
      "Ooh! So close! Almost got me!"
    

    
      The lanky guy dodged skillfully with exaggerated movements.
    

    
      "Lookin' at your form, seems you learned some boxing somewhere. I used to go to a gym back in the day, too. One! Two!"
    

    
      The lanky guy threw jabs in the openings.
    

    
      He only used one hand, but his speed was so fast that I couldn't even tell where the punches were coming from.
    

    
      The fierce blows landed squarely on my face.
    

    
      My lip split open, and sparks flashed in my vision.
    

    
      TH-TH-TH-THUD!!!
    

    
      It was a one-sided beating.
    

    
      My mind grew hazy and I wanted to collapse, but I grit my teeth and endured.
    

    
      The area around my eyes swelled up, and blood from my split lip dripped onto the dusty ground.
    

    
      "St-Stop it! You rotten bastard!"
    

    
      Kkalkki tried to jump in, but the other factory workers held him back.
    

    
      "St-Stay put!"
    

    
      "It's dangerous if you jump in, too!"
    

    
      However, in my narrow field of vision, I caught the foreman moving.
    

    
      He quietly gripped the monkey wrench hanging from his hip.
    

    
      "That's right. It's one-on-one, so we hold back for now. But, the moment Yong-gi falls, we all jump in."
    

    
      My face was a swollen, bloody mess, but a smirk escaped my lips.
    

    
      Who was it that said he would never join the fight to protect himself?
    

    
      The lanky guy's lips curled upwards.
    

    
      "Heh heh. You're laughing? You're a much crazier bastard than I expected."
    

    
      His afterimage blurred, and his voice echoed from all around.
    

    
      "Your name's Choi Yong-gi, right? I like your guts. You interested in joining our organization?"
    

    
      A battered wreck, I coughed up a glob of bloody phlegm and raised my guard.
    

    
      "Go tell your mother to join."
    

    
      I had finally confirmed my position.
    

    
      The spot I had been luring him to while taking his attacks head-on.
    

    
      It was right under the shade of a wisteria trellis, where purple petals drooped.
    

    
      I raised my fist.
    

    
      "I told you it's useless."
    

    
      The lanky guy dodged the attack with ease.
    

    
      It didn't matter.
    

    
      My target wasn't him in the first place.
    

    
      My fist, with mana concentrated in it, slammed into a pillar under the wisteria.
    

    
      CRACK.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      – Withdrawal: 1,000,000 won.
    

    
      One of the four-sided pillars broke, and the wisteria rest area came crashing down.
    

    
      Simultaneously.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ Conditions have been met ]
    

    
      <Superhuman's Judgment> [5/5]
    

    
      I did it.
    

    
      Using the acquired skill five times.
    

    
      That was the condition to purchase the next hero ability.
    

    
      As soon as the notification sounded, I reached out and clicked on what I wanted.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ Purchase complete ]
    

    
      [ Activating <God's Aura> ]
    

    
      [ Awakened's Balance ]
    

    
      : ₩1,068,565,998
    

    
      My balance, now down by a total of 6 million won.
    

    
      At the same time, mana spread to every corner of my body.
    

    
      A sensation just like stepping into a bathtub filled with hot water.
    

    
      Something is embracing me.
    

    
      If I were held in the warm embrace of a gentle mother, wouldn't it feel like this?
    

    
      I lowered both hands from my guard.
    

    
      A completely defenseless state.
    

    
      The lanky guy, covered in wisteria vines, irritably swatted the branches away.
    

    
      "Are you giving up? What kind of stupid stunt is this?"
    

    
      As the leaves covered his entire body, the lanky guy's shimmering form became clear.
    

    
      I quickly grabbed the bastard by the collar.
    

    
      "Caught you."
    

    
      The lanky guy was startled for a moment but quickly regained his composure.
    

    
      "So what if you caught me? Does that change anything? I told you, didn't I? I'm gonna bust your jaw!"
    

    
      The lanky guy displayed his specialty, his speed, and in the blink of an eye, planted his fist on my chin.
    

    
      Tink.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      The bastard's fist slipped off.
    

    
      No, to be precise, it bounced off.
    

    
      Super Kid's <God's Aura>.
    

    
      According to the comic's lore, it's an ability where unconsciously flowing energy protects the hero.
    

    
      The aura covering the entire body blocks physical damage and displays a transcendent defensive power.
    

    
      It was an ability I had only seen in the story.
    

    
      But when applied in reality, it displayed a cheat-like effect.
    

    
      "...What? Why is it suddenly like this?"
    

    
      The lanky guy didn't seem to understand the sudden change.
    

    
      With his collar still in my hand, I slowly raised my other fist.
    

    
      Kekeke.
    

    
      I grinned, my mouth full of blood.
    

    
      In an instant, the emotion called 'fear' filled the lanky guy's eyes.
    

    
      That's right. From your perspective, this must be no different from a horror movie.
    

    
      The cornered lanky guy thrashed about, unleashing a reckless barrage of attacks.
    

    
      "Y-You!! FUCK!!!!"
    

    
      RAT-TAT-TAT-TAT!!!!
    

    
      It was a more furious assault than before, but every hit glanced off my body.
    

    
      "Hey, telephone pole."
    

    
      I spoke calmly from within the eye of the storm.
    

    
      "You talk too much. That's the reason you're getting your ass beat."
    

    
      I aimed for the lanky guy's face as if it were a target and slammed my fist into it.
    

    
      With a 
      thwack!
      .
    

    
      The lanky guy, mingling with the purple wisteria flowers, fell flat on his back.
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      Chapter 9 - Advent
    

    
      Ki Young-chul, a member of the 7th Factory's gang.
    

    
      In his younger days when he was a Villain.
    

    
      Ambushing and taking down a drunk A-rank Hunter as a group was the most spectacular achievement of his life.
    

    
      But then, after confronting an S-rank Hunter and reaching the threshold of death, he was arrested and imprisoned.
    

    
      For the entire 5 years he spent in prison, Ki Young-chul thought.
    

    
      'Let's not get cocky. A pine caterpillar should just hide away and quietly stuff its face with pine needles.'
    

    
      After his release, Ki Young-chul naturally drifted into the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    
      The presidents of each factory bowed their heads to Ki Young-chul of their own accord.
    

    
      'Good. In a place like this, I can at least be the head of a chicken.'
    

    
      He planned to spend his days quietly like this until retirement and make a hefty sum for himself.
    

    
      That is, until President Kim from the 4th Factory came looking for him.
    

    
      "Manager Ki—! Give me some help! One of the workers is smashing the press and raising hell, it's total chaos!"
    

    
      The gang didn't just extort protection money.
    

    
      They had their own justification, in a way.
    

    
      From the 1st Factory to the 9th Factory.
    

    
      In exchange for the protection money, they were to intervene in personal disputes and act as mediators.
    

    
      If someone committed fraud or caused a serious problem, they would go and deliver immediate punishment through violence.
    

    
      Here, the gang was moral principle, and justice.
    

    
      "Lead the way."
    

    
      Ki Young-chul led his subordinates and headed for the 4th Factory.
    

    
      When he came face-to-face with the guy, he did feel a sense of unease.
    

    
      'What's he relying on to be so confident?'
    

    
      Him breaking his right hand was unexpected, but after that, he didn't let his guard down.
    

    
      After all, Ki Young-chul was a veteran who had been through it all.
    

    
      Just as he was about to deliver the final blow.
    

    
      Fwooom!
    

    
      A radiant light burst forth from the guy's body.
    

    
      '......No way.'
    

    
      The aura rising from his entire body formed an indescribably beautiful shape.
    

    
      The ability itself wasn't that surprising.
    

    
      It was something any Awakened could do.
    

    
      It was a technique of wrapping mana around one's entire body to form a shield.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      'The quality of his mana is absurdly high!'
    

    
      The guy's barrier was on a level where it could deflect not only his fists, but even bullets.
    

    
      How much must one train to reach such a state?
    

    
      'How can a brat like this... An A-rank? No, he might even surpass S-rank...'
    

    
      For a moment, his concentration wavered without him even realizing it.
    

    
      His body, which had been shimmering like a heat haze, came into focus.
    

    
      "Caught you."
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      A faint pleasure lingering within the cold voice.
    

    
      Even the corners of his mouth, curling into a grin.
    

    
      Ki Young-chul sensed the killing intent and frantically unleashed a fierce onslaught, but it was useless.
    

    
      "You talk too much."
    

    
      The opponent didn't even flinch, and while maintaining his previous smile, he slowly raised his fist.
    

    
      'What in the world is this person?'
    

    
      An alien existence, completely incompatible with reality.
    

    
      A word from a Bible verse he had once seen in prison came to Ki Young-chul's mind.
    

    
      Advent.
    

    
      A god born as a human.
    

    
      This man, gleaming with a chillingly brilliant light, was truly the epitome of Advent.
    

    
      Of course, that was just Ki Young-chul's delusion.
    

    
      It was merely an over-interpretation of a hero's skill from a comic book.
    

    
      'Damn it. I should've just gone to the countryside and farmed.'
    

    
      With a 
      thwack!
      , Ki Young-chul's vision went dark.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      When the lanky guy collapsed, the surroundings became dead silent.
    

    
      I turned and said to the guy's subordinates.
    

    
      "If you're going to attack, then come at me all at once. My break time is already over."
    

    
      The subordinates exchanged glances, then without a word, they helped the lanky guy up.
    

    
      I thought they would just leave quietly.
    

    
      One of them shouted at me.
    

    
      "You think you'll get away with this? The Big Hyungnim won't let this go!"
    

    
      He challenged me bravely, but perhaps because he was scared of me, he kept his distance.
    

    
      "Big Hyungnim" referred to the gang's boss.
    

    
      The gang's leader had entrusted the organization to that lanky guy and mainly operated externally.
    

    
      In my past life, I had seen him get into armed conflicts with other gangs.
    

    
      The image of him raging like a madman, indiscriminately stabbing people's abdomens with a sashimi knife, was seared into my memory.
    

    
      'Can I win?'
    

    
      I used the lanky guy to test my skills,
    

    
      and have now completed my assessment to a certain extent.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I no longer had any doubts about myself.
    

    
      As the fog of disbelief lifted completely, a firm trust settled in its place.
    

    
      'The hero ability is real.'
    

    
      I possessed enough power to completely overwhelm the big shots of the real world.
    

    
      Still, I couldn't be completely at ease.
    

    
      "Good. Go and tell them this exactly."
    

    
      I said to the gang members.
    

    
      "Tell them not to show their faces in the 4th Factory ever again."
    

    
      At those words, one of the subordinates supporting the lanky guy glared at me murderously, then soon turned to leave.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      Soon after, the factory workers standing behind me erupted in cheers.
    

    
      Kkalkki, in particular, raised his voice.
    

    
      "You heard what our Cap'n said loud and clear, right? If you punks show up again, you're dead! Piss off! You worthless, weak-ass motherfuckers!”
    

    
      The gang's tyranny here was considerable.
    

    
      As if taking money every month under the guise of protection fees wasn't enough, they also forced them to buy cheap liquor and lured workers into illegal gambling dens.
    

    
      Moreover, in a few years, they would grow into a nationwide gang.
    

    
      They would then manage drug distribution, eating away at the Republic of Korea.
    

    
      A rising star in the world of trash, should I say?
    

    
      'Things like them should be nipped in the bud.'
    

    
      Amid this moment of crossed joy and sorrow, there was one person who couldn't belong to either side.
    

    
      It was the president who had shown up leading the gang.
    

    
      He was stuck in the middle, unable to do anything, cautiously watching the situation.
    

    
      The workers only shot the president unwelcome glances; no one spoke to him.
    

    
      In the awkward atmosphere, I walked up to the president alone.
    

    
      "President-nim."
    

    
      When I casually raised my hand, he flinched in surprise and stepped back.
    

    
      "Uh, uh... Yong-gi-ya. The thing is..."
    

    
      I grabbed his shoulder tightly and pulled him.
    

    
      "Keuk!"
    

    
      The president squeezed his eyes shut and was dragged toward me like a scarecrow.
    

    
      With everyone's eyes fixed on us.
    

    
      "Th-That is, the thing is. It's not that I meant to bring those bastards here."
    

    
      I wanted to beat the shit out of him right then and there, but.
    

    
      'Fists aren't the solution to everything.'
    

    
      No matter how much the police take bribes from the gang and give them a slap on the wrist.
    

    
      That is strictly limited to the gang.
    

    
      If I, a mere factory worker, were to lead with force, it was obvious things would get complicated.
    

    
      The best move was.
    

    
      "Thank you for your hard work all this time."
    

    
      "Huh, what?"
    

    
      The president didn't seem to have understood my words.
    

    
      Then again, was it only the president?
    

    
      The people gathered here all tilted their heads in confusion, as if on cue.
    

    
      "Thank you for your hard work...? Don't tell me, Yong-gi, are ya gonna quit the factory and become a Hunter?"
    

    
      "Well, if he's Awakened, there's no reason to stay in a tiny place like this."
    

    
      At someone's words, everyone else nodded in agreement.
    

    
      Except for Kkalkki.
    

    
      "Cap'n! Ya really quittin' the fact'ry?"
    

    
      As if overwhelmed by a flood of emotions, Kkalkki's voice cracked.
    

    
      I shook my head and continued.
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      My gaze remained fixed on the president.
    

    
      "This factory, hand it over to me. I'll buy it."
    

    
      I continued.
    

    
      A stillness hung in the air.
    

    
      The president scoffed, his face a mask of disbelief.
    

    
      "Huh? Yong-gi, how on earth are you going to buy the factory? With your salary? Even if this is just a third-tier vendor, its annual sales are over 10 billion won!"
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      I didn't have that kind of money on me.
    

    
      The money I had saved my entire life was a mere 1 billion won.
    

    
      Even having died and come back, I couldn't afford to buy the factory.
    

    
      However, there were plenty of ways for me to get a lump sum of money in the future.
    

    
      The president smiled obsequiously.
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya. I'll get the press fixed. Let's just leave it at that for now. Alright? I'm sorry. Really."
    

    
      I let go of the president's shoulder.
    

    
      Right. Let's leave it at that.
    

    
      Because you'll be unemployed soon enough.
    

    
      I checked my wristwatch and shouted to the foreman.
    

    
      "Let's get to work!"
    

    
      ......
    

    
      The long day was over.
    

    
      "You've all worked hard!”
    

    
      "Im-ssi! Wanna hit up karaoke today?"
    

    
      "Oh. Karaoke sounds great! Should I go and belt out a tune for the first time in a while?"
    

    
      The workers heading home broke off into groups and scattered.
    

    
      The foreman approached me and said,
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya. How's yer body feelin'?"
    

    
      I may have won against the lanky guy, but I wasn't completely unscathed.
    

    
      From being beaten all over, there wasn't a single spot on my body that didn't ache.
    

    
      My face was a wreck, too.
    

    
      "I'm perfectly fine. I'm young, after all."
    

    
      As I put on a needless bluff, the foreman nodded bitterly.
    

    
      "...You are young. Still, don't go pushin' yourself too hard. If it's tough, take tomorrow off. We've got Kkalkki, after all."
    

    
      The foreman patted my shoulder and went on his way.
    

    
      I heard the sound of someone crunching on a snack right next to me.
    

    
      "Sheesh. How come no one asks for my opinion, jeez?"
    

    
      Scared me.
    

    
      Kkalkki was standing beside me silently, like a ghost.
    

    
      Loudly crunching on shrimp crackers.
    

    
      When did this kid get here?
    

    
      "Why? You're not going to cover for me?"
    

    
      Kkalkki grinned.
    

    
      "Ayy, of courze I will."
    

    
      Only the two of us remained inside the dreary 4th Factory.
    

    
      "I'm hungry. Up for some frozen pork and soju for the first time in a while?"
    

    
      "Oh! I'm so down!"
    

    
      A short while later, Kkalkki returned with some purchases.
    

    
      In the plastic bag were frozen pork belly and soju.
    

    
      This combination was our signature comfort food.
    

    
      I spoke with more grim determination than usual.
    

    
      "Let's begin."
    

    
      "As you commannnd, my Cap'n!"
    

    
      As if by prearrangement, Kkalkki and I moved with perfect coordination.
    

    
      We spread newspapers on the factory floor, sat down, and lit the portable burner.
    

    
      The frozen pork belly sizzled on the grill pan, cooking to an appetizing brown.
    

    
      We clinked our soju glasses, filled with the clear liquid.
    

    
      After downing a shot, Kkalkki furrowed his brow and yelled.
    

    
      "Kya! Damn! This is killer!"
    

    
      Just as the mood was perfectly ripe.
    

    
      Kkalkki made a lettuce wrap and handed it to me.
    

    
      I took it and popped it in my mouth.
    

    
      "Cap'n. Was what you said before for real?"
    

    
      It was cheap pork from Spain, but the more I chewed, the more it blended with the zesty ssamjang, spreading a rich, savory flavor throughout my mouth.
    

    
      "That the Cap'n killed Big Lava and the Dio Guild Hunter..."
    

    
      Kkalkki was the only one to whom I had confessed my identity.
    

    
      Why had I done that?
    

    
      It was probably because I had judged that it would be too difficult to do what I had planned for the future all by myself.
    

    
      Just as I had told the president, I planned to take over this factory.
    

    
      And I was planning to start something else, too.
    

    
      It might be a rough, thorny path.
    

    
      Nevertheless, it was something I desperately wanted to do.
    

    
      To do so, I needed a trustworthy comrade.
    

    
      "That's right. I'm the Purple Devil."
    

    
      While I was at it, I revealed my future plans as well.
    

    
      "From now on, I'm thinking of working at the factory by day, and seriously playing the part of a hero by night."
    

    
      In my past life, I tried to avenge my younger brother by relying on others.
    

    
      As you can see, the result was not good.
    

    
      My grandmother once told me.
    

    
      — Bein' rich is fine, bein' poor is fine. But you do what ya believe is right. Ya hear?
    

    
      The hero ability I'd obtained was unrelated to any standard of good and evil.
    

    
      I could beat down the gang with <Superman's Judgment>.
    

    
      But there was also no problem at all with murdering an innocent citizen.
    

    
      To realize the justice that I believe is right.
    

    
      That was what I truly wanted in this life.
    

    
      "Playing the part of a hero..."
    

    
      Kkalkki clapped his hands together with a 
      smack!
      .
    

    
      "That's awesome! Cap'n! This is our little secret, right-zee?"
    

    
      The kid wasn't surprised, nor did he object.
    

    
      On the contrary, he was all for it.
    

    
      "Is there anythin' I can do to help? You're my mentor, Cap'n, so just gimme the order!"
    

    
      In fact, there was a job I desperately wanted to entrust to Kkalkki.
    

    
      I stood up and threw off the old factory jumper I was wearing.
    

    
      I walked through the rising dust and moved to a different spot.
    

    
      As the tipsy warmth of the alcohol spread through me, my face flushed.
    

    
      I slowly looked around.
    

    
      As this was a place that made Hunter equipment, a variety of materials were on hand.
    

    
      "Kkalkki. There is, in fact, something that only you can do."
    

    
      "Ooh! What is it! Cap'n!"
    

    
      "For my sake..."
    

    
      Under an orange spotlight, I climbed onto the broken, wrecked press machine.
    

    
      "Make me a hero suit.”
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      Chapter 10 - The Old Man and the Young Man
    

    
      At the suggestion to make a suit, Kkalkki pursed his lips.
    

    
      “……Oh!”
    

    
      He clenched his fists and breathed heavily through his nose, as if excited.
    

    
      And for good reason.
    

    
      Kkalkki was a huge fan of the American publisher <Atlic Comics>.
    

    
      Spitting-Spider Man, Captain Soldier, Iron Suit, etc.
    

    
      The kid had consumed every superhero work that had gained worldwide popularity.
    

    
      Then again, was it just Kkalkki?
    

    
      The saga of a valiant hero saving people was the very romance that made men's blood boil.
    

    
      It was the same for me, a passionate fan of the dark hero 'Jin Shark' since childhood.
    

    
      For reference, Jin Shark doesn't belong to Kkalkki's favorite, <Atlic Comics>.
    

    
      He's a character born from <DX Comics>, which forms one of the two great pillars alongside Atlic.
    

    
      "A hero suit, that's so dope! If yer gonna make one, somethin' like Bulk Up's would be cool, right-y?"
    

    
      Kkalkki mentioned the hero who represents <Atlic Comics>.
    

    
      I shook my head with a serious expression.
    

    
      "No. The Purple Devil's motif is Jin Shark."
    

    
      Kkalkki snatched a green pepper that was lying on a lettuce leaf.
    

    
      He shot up to his feet, pointing it at me.
    

    
      "Whaaaat? Jin Shaaark? Don't tell me you mean that gloomy loser bastard? Cap'n! I'm so disappointed. No way you were a Jin Shark stan?"
    

    
      At this point, I couldn't help but get pissed off too.
    

    
      "Bulk Up is just a pig with a big body and a brain full of muscle. He wouldn't last a single punch against Jin Shark."
    

    
      "Oh my god! You don't seriously think that way, do ya? Have you forgotten Bulk Up's special move? Poweeeer Tackle!!"
    

    
      Kkalkki threw the pepper and attempted to take me down.
    

    
      Not to be outdone, I grabbed him and we got into a big scuffle.
    

    
      Of course, we weren't actually fighting for real.
    

    
      We were both drunk, playfully engaging in a childish battle of pride.
    

    
      Two grown-ass men.
    

    
      "Jin Shark's super special move, here I come. Absorb...!"
    

    
      "Don't be ab-surd! Power Tackle!!"
    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    
      We were panting heavily, sprawled out on the factory floor.
    

    
      "Aigo... gettin' old is so ha-ard. Right, Cap'n?"
    

    
      "Tell me about it. Every day feels different."
    

    
      In reality, I was full of energy, but I played along appropriately.
    

    
      Kkalkki pushed himself up from the floor.
    

    
      "So ya want me to make a suit?”
    

    
      "Yeah."
    

    
      "Got a design figured out, have ya?"
    

    
      I brought a pen and paper from a shelf.
    

    
      On the drawing paper, I drew a figure with a masked face, draped in rags.
    

    
      "This kind of vibe?"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Kkalkki looked at the sketch and opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Cap'n, you're so fuckin' bad at drawin'."
    

    
      This little punk.
    

    
      "I know that. I just sketched it out roughly. Can you tell what kind of feel I'm going for?"
    

    
      "Uhm... I think I'm gettin' the gist of it? Kinda like Jin Shark, right?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "Yeah, I'm gettin' a rough idea of the image!"
    

    
      Kkalkki had a talent for understanding things perfectly even if they were explained terribly.
    

    
      "How long will it take?"
    

    
      "It'll probably take a few months, don'tcha think?"
    

    
      A few months, he says.
    

    
      That takes too long.
    

    
      "What about a prototype?"
    

    
      "Well, for that, a day or two is more than enough, y'know."
    

    
      The factory was fully equipped with the materials and equipment to make all sorts of gear.
    

    
      Was it like quickly finishing a chair in a workshop with plenty of wood?
    

    
      However, there was one thing that bothered me.
    

    
      "The cost of materials will be pretty high, won't it?"
    

    
      Hunter equipment incorporates all kinds of special materials.
    

    
      Naturally, the price was bound to be high.
    

    
      Kkalkki shrugged his shoulders and grinned.
    

    
      "What's there to worry about? Raw materials are everywhere here."
    

    
      The kid picked something up.
    

    
      That was a piece of a panel infused with wyvern scales.
    

    
      It possessed the properties of being both strong and light.
    

    
      The helmet that Seo Gwang-pal had worn was also made of that.
    

    
      Kkalkki continued.
    

    
      "That bastard boss. He doesn't even pay our wages right, so it's fine to skim a little somethin' for ourselves, right?"
    

    
      Skimming off the top, huh.
    

    
      Could there be a more realistic Korean word than this?
    

    
      When you think about it, it's not even skimming.
    

    
      When you calculate the unpaid overtime wages the president owes us up to now.
    

    
      "It's a very reasonable transaction."
    

    
      "Bingo!"
    

    
      Kkalkki held out his fist.
    

    
      I made a fist too and gave it a light bump.
    

    
      And then we simultaneously slapped our open palms together with a 
      smack!
      .
    

    
      At some point, this had naturally become our own high-five motion.
    

    
      "Cap'n! In that case, you gotta make up a call name for me too, won'tcha!"
    

    
      "A call name?"
    

    
      "The Cap'n is the Purple Devil, so. As your sidekick, I gotta have a name too, y'know!"
    

    
      Kkalkki's eyes sparkled.
    

    
      'I've never even thought about something like that.'
    

    
      This kid, he's more serious about this hero business than he looks.
    

    
      "Hmm, how about Brahma?"
    

    
      I just threw out the first thing that came to mind.
    

    
      It was from a story Kkalkki told me once.
    

    
      I took the idea from Brahma, the Nepalese god of creation.
    

    
      "Brahma. You say Brahma...? That's fuckin' awesome?!"
    

    
      Kkalkki's eyes shone brighter than ever before.
    

    
      He quickly stood at attention and raised his voice.
    

    
      "Purple Devil! Pray, grant Brahma his first mission! We'll start makin' the suit tomorrow! What should I be doin' for now, then? Should we go out and beat up some robbers together or what?"
    

    
      Good grief.
    

    
      He's overly motivated.
    

    
      But I can't just disappoint him either.
    

    
      After some thought, I looked around and then pointed at the floor.
    

    
      "Alright. Brahma. Effective immediately..."
    

    
      Waiting for my command, Kkalkki's face flushed with excitement.
    

    
      "Let's clean this up."
    

    
      It was the spot where we laid down newspapers to eat pork belly.
    

    
      "Since we're done eating."
    

    
      "...Yessir."
    

    
      Kkalkki and I cleaned up, an anticlimactic feeling in the air.
    

    
      Kkalkki mumbled to himself as he moved his hands busily.
    

    
      "To think the first mission for Purple Devil and Brahma is just... cleanin' duty. How can this be."
    

    
      But then he burst out laughing.
    

    
      "Puhaha! That's right! Savin' the world starts with the little things, y'know! But of course!”
    

    
      Kkalkki even started whistling, bobbing his butt to the rhythm.
    

    
      I could roughly guess.
    

    
      The reason why the kid was so happy.
    

    
      For Kkalkki, who had come all the way to a distant, foreign land, he didn't really have anything you could call a hobby.
    

    
      During his breaks or after work, he had nothing to do other than stare aimlessly at his phone.
    

    
      Just as I had lived a life like a hamster on a wheel.
    

    
      Kkalkki must have also spent his days lonely and solitary.
    

    
      Perhaps my suggestion to become heroes had become the driving force that breathed life into his existence.
    

    
      "Should we go to karaoke, too?"
    

    
      "But of cour-sey! Cap'n!"
    

    
      No, I hope that's what it becomes.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      "It's pancreatic cancer," the doctor said.
    

    
      It was the day my grandmother received the results of her health check-up.
    

    
      As her guardian, I had come along, and my grandmother stayed in the seat next to me.
    

    
      The doctor lowered his gaze and continued.
    

    
      "The tumor is quite large. It has also metastasized considerably. I am truly sorry to have to deliver this news."
    

    
      He bowed his head as if he was sorry for saying such things.
    

    
      This was actually quite a gentle way of putting it.
    

    
      In my past life, the doctor had berated me, asking why we had let it get to this stage.
    

    
      At the time, that remark had been quite effective at planting guilt in me.
    

    
      I believed that my grandmother's death was my fault.
    

    
      And I thought I had to be punished.
    

    
      That's why I whipped myself onward, working nonstop at the factory.
    

    
      For a whole 30 years.
    

    
      They say life is a comedy when seen from a distance.
    

    
      Looking back now, even the past that I'd considered tragic had many funny parts.
    

    
      For instance,
    

    
      Things like the name in the doctor's name tag being Kang Do-beom*.
    

    
      [TL/N: Kang Do-beom (강도범), is written and pronounced identically to the Korean word for "robber" (강도범)]
    

    
      "Hoo. Aigoo-ya."
    

    
      I turned my head toward the sound of ragged breathing.
    

    
      My grandmother was struggling to maintain a calm expression.
    

    
      The mental shock must have been great, as she was tightly clutching the fabric of her pants near her thigh.
    

    
      "Here now, Doctor. Whatcha talkin' 'bout? Nothin's wrong with me! Why, just the other day I was pullin' my cart just fine! Huh? And another thing..."
    

    
      My grandmother's voice, growing louder, trembled.
    

    
      My grandmother was a strong person.
    

    
      I know that better than anyone.
    

    
      She never once knelt before miserable poverty.
    

    
      She raised me and my younger brother splendidly all by herself.
    

    
      That was something more amazing than any hero I admired.
    

    
      Back then, I never realized.
    

    
      That a being greater than Jin Shark was right beside me all along.
    

    
      "That's right! Th-There must be some kinda mistake. Ain't that so? Maybe you got me mixed up with someone else, or maybe...!"
    

    
      I raised my hand and covered the back of my grandmother's hand, which rested on her thigh.
    

    
      A coarse but warm texture filled my palm.
    

    
      "It's okay, Grandma."
    

    
      I finally faced the thing I absolutely had to do.
    

    
      I looked at the doctor.
    

    
      "What do we need to do?"
    

    
      "It's not too late even now. There's chemotherapy and radiation therapy, and besides those..."
    

    
      I was suddenly grateful for the point in time to which I had returned.
    

    
      What a relief.
    

    
      It's such a huge relief.
    

    
      That I came back to a time before my grandmother left my side.
    

    
      "Let's use the heavy-ion therapy machine."
    

    
      I said resolutely, cutting the doctor off.
    

    
      "I heard that a new heavy-ion therapy machine was brought into the Sejong Cancer Research Center. Is that correct?"
    

    
      "...Yes. You're very well informed."
    

    
      At the Sejong Heavy-Ion Therapy Center, there was a super-massive cancer treatment machine, built at a cost of 400 billion won, that spanned from the 5th basement floor to the 7th floor above ground.
    

    
      It was a method where the particles would emit radiation only after reaching the cancer cells, destroying only the area around them.
    

    
      As the saying goes, spend three years at a schoolhouse and even a dog can recite poetry.
    

    
      After working in a factory for over 30 years, my knowledge of chemistry and mechanics had built up on its own.
    

    
      Heavy-ion therapy uses carbon ions, which are 12 times heavier than hydrogen, to exert a powerful force in cancer treatment.
    

    
      The machine exists in only six countries worldwide, such as Germany and Japan.
    

    
      Therefore, not a few cancer patients went abroad for treatment expeditions.
    

    
      However, even if they spent a fortune to go abroad, it was common for them to pass away there.
    

    
      This was because heavy-ion therapy was not effective on metastasized cancer.
    

    
      But that, too, was a thing of the past.
    

    
      With the introduction of the 3rd generation heavy-ion therapy machine in Korea, a device was invented that could cleanly treat even metastasized cancer.
    

    
      Three years from now.
    

    
      This technology would be recorded as an innovative invention, causing nations from all over to pay attention to Korea.
    

    
      "I will have my grandmother admitted there to receive treatment."
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya."
    

    
      My grandmother rubbed the back of my hand.
    

    
      Having lived with her for so long, I had figured out her habits.
    

    
      Usually, when she was feeling hale, she would bellow, "You damn son of a bitch!"
    

    
      When she used my name, it meant her heart had grown weak.
    

    
      The doctor leaned his body forward.
    

    
      "Certainly, if she receives treatment there, she will recover quickly. However, Guardian-nim. The 3rd generation heavy-ion therapy machine..."
    

    
      "I'm aware."
    

    
      At the present time, the 3rd generation version of the heavy-ion therapy machine had just finished its clinical trials.
    

    
      And, it required an expensive treatment fee.
    

    
      "The cost is substantial, I'm just concerned if it will be a burden..."
    

    
      The doctor trailed off.
    

    
      The cost for the 3rd generation heavy-ion therapy machine is a staggering 100 million won.
    

    
      It was an amount that poor people couldn't even dream of affording.
    

    
      Three years ago.
    

    
      If I had known about this method, could I really have saved my grandmother?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      At the time, I didn't even have that kind of money.
    

    
      And I had neither the credit nor the ability to borrow it.
    

    
      I sold the variant mutant mana stone I acquired after defeating Big Lava.
    

    
      I had over 100 million won on hand.
    

    
      "We will proceed with the admission process immediately. I'll pay the treatment fee right away."
    

    
      "I understand. We will proceed with that, then."
    

    
      As we left the doctor's office, my grandmother said nothing at all.
    

    
      As we exited the hospital building, the weather was exceptionally bright and clear.
    

    
      "Grandma. You hungry? Let's get something delicious to eat before we go home for the first time in a while. How about some hot beef soup?"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      My grandmother remained silent before opening her mouth with difficulty.
    

    
      "Truth is, I knew. I knew my body wasn't right. I was just pretendin' not to know."
    

    
      Was it really just my grandmother?
    

    
      The days she spent groaning and moaning every night.
    

    
      It might be that it wasn't just my grandmother, but that I pretended not to know, too.
    

    
      Just as I thought.
    

    
      My grandmother's death really was my fault.
    

    
      However, in this life, I will never repeat that mistake.
    

    
      "I just didn't wanna make you kids worry…”
    

    
      I hugged my grandmother as she lowered her head and sobbed.
    

    
      A familiar musty smell came from her body.
    

    
      For some reason, smelling it put my mind at ease.
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya. But. The treatment money, how..."
    

    
      "Let's talk after we eat."
    

    
      I took my grandmother's hand and led her.
    

    
      "You've gotta eat a proper meal if you're going to be admitted. Beef soup, call?"
    

    
      Seeing me talk so nonchalantly, it seemed my grandmother's tension had eased a bit as well.
    

    
      "...Aish, you damn son of a bitch! Your granny makes you beef soup day in and day out, and you still wanna go stuff your face with it?!"
    

    
      "Ayy. You call it beef soup, but it's nothing but fat!"
    

    
      "Oh, look at this little punk! You always gobble it down just fine, and now you're complainin' about the food!"
    

    
      My grandmother aimed a kick at my butt with her short leg.
    

    
      I skillfully dodged and put my arm around her shoulder like a loving couple.
    

    
      Under the dazzling sunlight.
    

    
      The old woman who had regained her vitality and the young man walked through the city.
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      Chapter 11 - The Approaching Mastermind
    

    
      The headquarters of Dikaiosyne, located in Gangnam, was a skyscraper that seemed to pierce the sky.
    

    
      [Information Division]
    

    
      "Did you even look properly? Are you sure?"
    

    
      The female employee of the Dio Guild's Information Division expressed her annoyance, smacking her gum loudly.
    

    
      "How many times do I have to say it? There are no clues besides the vehicle's dashcam!"
    

    
      "This is driving me crazy! Fuck!"
    

    
      "Why are you taking your anger out on me? If you keep this up, I'll have no choice but to call Team Leader Lee-nim."
    

    
      "Th-This b... Aish."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal roughly scratched his bald head with his fingernails.
    

    
      His scalp turned red, following the path of his nails.
    

    
      Two weeks had passed since he'd begun searching for the so-called 'Purple Devil' under the orders of Combat Team Leader Lee Yu-seol.
    

    
      He had run his feet off chasing the bastard's whereabouts, but he couldn't see any leads to a solution.
    

    
      The man's tracks were, quite literally, as faint as a ghost's.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was getting anxious.
    

    
      At this rate, it was as clear as day that not only would his year-end performance review be ruined, but he would also fail to get his contract renewed next year.
    

    
      Feeling rushed, he decided to change his strategy.
    

    
      "Supervisor Kim. We're all family here, so cut me some slack. Here, here, this is a bribe. First, down this in one go."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal took a can of coffee from his breast pocket, popped the top, and held it out.
    

    
      The female employee, called Supervisor Kim, was beyond stressed out from some bald bastard harassing her since the morning.
    

    
      At times like this, high-caffeine is the best.
    

    
      Pretending to give in, she spit out her gum and accepted the canned coffee.
    

    
      "Please, just look for me one last time! I'm begging you like this!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal put his hands together and bowed his head.
    

    
      At this point, Supervisor Kim's resolve weakened.
    

    
      No, she just got tired of it.
    

    
      "Fine, I get it, so just back off a bit. It's hot."
    

    
      Supervisor Kim grabbed her mouse.
    

    
      After a few clicks, the screen changed.
    

    
      "Here, look."
    

    
      A man in a purple mask appeared on the pixelated screen.
    

    
      As the masked man lightly swung the back of his hand, Seo Gwang-pal was sent flying, slammed into a car, and passed out.
    

    
      Supervisor Kim suppressed a burst of laughter.
    

    
      "Pfft! Hunter Seo-nim. Are you aware that this part is making the rounds as a meme?"
    

    
      A vein popped on Seo Gwang-pal's shiny head.
    

    
      'Pfft? Has this bitch lost her mind.'
    

    
      The scene of Seo Gwang-pal being attacked by the Purple Devil had, in fact, become a meme and was circulating on the internet.
    

    
      The contents were bad enough, but the comments were a real spectacle.
    

    
      └ lolololol Seo Gwang-pal getting sent flying without any resistance is fucking hilarious lolololol
    

    
      └ Haven't they revoked that bastard's Hunter license yet? Tsk tsk. This is karma! This is what you call a proper lesson!
    

    
      └ The fact that they're still keeping trash like that just shows you the level of the Dio Guild.
    

    
      As it is, the Dio Guild's reputation had already fallen, and now, because of Seo Gwang-pal, it was taking even more of a beating.
    

    
      Before he knew it, Seo Gwang-pal had been pushed to the edge of a cliff.
    

    
      'This is all because of that bastard Tinky Winky!'
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal struggled to maintain his composure.
    

    
      "Skip this part. Is there anything after this?"
    

    
      "This is all there is."
    

    
      Afterward, the masked man moved in the opposite direction of the people heading for the ambulances.
    

    
      And in the middle of the city, he vanished in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal spoke.
    

    
      "This doesn't make any sense. Did he soar into the sky, or disappear into the ground? What is that bastard, a god?"
    

    
      "Ah, I don't know. Just go now. I have a mountain of work to do."
    

    
      Gate analysis, tracking Villain movements, reviewing recruitment data for new Hunters, etc.
    

    
      The Dio Guild's Information Division was so busy with all sorts of tasks they didn't have a moment to spare.
    

    
      She had only been playing along because Seo Gwang-pal was throwing a fit.
    

    
      The task Seo Gwang-pal had given her was far down on the priority list.
    

    
      'Damn it. Can't be helped.'
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal took out his secret weapon from his pocket.
    

    
      It was another can of coffee.
    

    
      "Here, drink this first."
    

    
      "No, thank you. Do I look like someone who's crazy for coffee?"
    

    
      "Hey. This isn't just any coffee. It's the T.O.P. of the bribe world."
    

    
      Looking closely, next to the can of coffee, ten 50,000-won bills were held together with a rubber band.
    

    
      Seeing this, the look in Supervisor Kim's eyes changed.
    

    
      "Honestly. What do you take me for?"
    

    
      Contrary to her refusing words, her actions were the opposite.
    

    
      Supervisor Kim quickly checked the location of the CCTV and then naturally opened her desk drawer.
    

    
      "I'll drink it later. Thank you."
    

    
      "Right. Right!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal tossed the can of coffee into the drawer.
    

    
      With that, the deal was made.
    

    
      Supervisor Kim hung an IC card around her neck and stood up from her seat.
    

    
      "Wait here a moment. I'm going to the Transportation Division."
    

    
      The Republic of Korea is a small piece of land.
    

    
      If you're limiting it to the metropolitan area, it gets even smaller.
    

    
      The Dio Guild's Transportation Division was a place that tracked road congestion caused by Gate occurrences.
    

    
      On the surface, that is.
    

    
      In reality, they hacked into the National Police Agency's Traffic Investigation Unit, which was under the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport, to gather information advantageous to the Dio Guild.
    

    
      "Take your time. I'll be waiting, darling."
    

    
      "Ugh. What's with him?"
    

    
      As soon as Supervisor Kim disappeared, Seo Gwang-pal plopped his wide ass down in the chair she had been sitting in.
    

    
      He then proceeded to gulp down the can of coffee that Supervisor Kim had been drinking.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal glanced around, then whistled as he opened the drawer.
    

    
      And then he retrieved the 50,000-won bills he had attached to the can of coffee.
    

    
      "Gave it and took it right back. You bitch."
    

    
      At the end of his chuckling gaze.
    

    
      On the monitor, the scene of Seo Gwang-pal being sent flying by the man in the purple mask was still repeating.
    

    
      Watching it, his anger began to boil over.
    

    
      Without realizing it, he crushed the coffee can he was holding in his hand.
    

    
      "You purple-headed son of a bitch. Just you wait until I catch you."
    

    
      Team Leader Lee Yu-seol had ordered Seo Gwang-pal to recruit the masked man into the Dio Guild.
    

    
      However, Seo Gwang-pal had no intention of listening to her.
    

    
      "I'll kill you with my own hands. I swear it."
    

    
      A short while later, Supervisor Kim returned.
    

    
      "What the. Did you drink my coffee? After you're the one who gave it to me..."
    

    
      "Aish! I'll buy you another one! I'll buy you a whole box! Anyway... did you find anything?"
    

    
      "Aish."
    

    
      The female employee sat down at her desk and tapped at her computer.
    

    
      "The Transportation Division found a man with a similar description. We couldn't pinpoint his exact route, though."
    

    
      After the First Gate burst open, the recovery of Seoul's inner-city traffic network was slow due to monster appearances.
    

    
      In particular, once you left the Seoul area, there were many blind spots where CCTVs weren't installed.
    

    
      "This is the person, right?"
    

    
      A figure who had hopped on the back of a motorcycle was captured on the black-and-white screen.
    

    
      His back was to the camera so his face wasn't visible, but looking at the old jumper he was wearing, his description was similar to the man Seo Gwang-pal was looking for.
    

    
      "Found him."
    

    
      The corners of Seo Gwang-pal's mouth lifted.
    

    
      "This is the final piece of data. We can't tell where he went after this."
    

    
      "This is enough. Just print me a copy of this."
    

    
      Supervisor Kim held out a piece of paper that she had printed.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal stared intently at the tuned motorcycle in the photo.
    

    
      On the motorcycle, along with flashy LED lights, a flag was attached.
    

    
      — Dalbong Quick Bullet Service!
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal sneered and gritted his teeth.
    

    
      "You rat bastard. Just you wait."
    

    
      ......
    

    
      My grandmother was admitted to the Sejong Cancer Center.
    

    
      Dressed in a hospital gown, my grandmother earnestly pleaded with me before we parted.
    

    
      "Don't you dare tell Seong-min. Tell him Granny went on a trip. Got it?"
    

    
      It was because she didn't want to needlessly worry my younger brother.
    

    
      "A trip? If you're gonna lie, at least make it believable."
    

    
      "Then I ain't gettin' admitted right now!"
    

    
      "Fine, I get it. Now hurry up and go inside."
    

    
      After a long back-and-forth with my grandmother, we finally parted ways.
    

    
      After she receives the heavy-ion therapy, my grandmother will be completely cured.
    

    
      Returning to my daily life, I went to work as always.
    

    
      VREEE!!
    

    
      Wearing a helmet, I focused on welding, sending sparks flying.
    

    
      The president had become quiet since that day.
    

    
      He didn't verbally abuse the employees, and as promised, he replaced the press.
    

    
      It was an old, secondhand model, but the safety risk was significantly reduced.
    

    
      In any case, it was a good thing.
    

    
      Kkalkki approached me.
    

    
      "Cap'n. What's the work schedule for the after-noon?"
    

    
      "Let's manufacture the parts on A-line and assemble them on B-line."
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n!"
    

    
      It was a typical conversation we had at the factory.
    

    
      However, I lowered my voice and asked again.
    

    
      "What about the 'real' work?"
    

    
      Kkalkki secretly moved his head closer.
    

    
      "The proto-type is fini-shed."
    

    
      He then gestured with his chin toward a rusty container on the outskirts of the factory.
    

    
      That was a place that had been abandoned for a long time.
    

    
      It was originally for the employees' break room.
    

    
      But after an incident where an employee died of heatstroke in the middle of summer because there wasn't even a fan, let alone an air conditioner, it was shut down.
    

    
      It was the optimal place to use as our secret base.
    

    
      "Show me after work.”
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n!"
    

    
      As we were having our secret conversation, someone walked over from the distance.
    

    
      A height of well over 190cm and a scrawny frame.
    

    
      I recognized who it was at a single glance.
    

    
      It was the gang's second-in-command, the lanky guy.
    

    
      In an instant, the atmosphere inside the factory froze.
    

    
      Everyone's gaze turned to the president.
    

    
      The president, startled, waved his hands in denial.
    

    
      "It wasn't me! I didn't call him!"
    

    
      He didn't look like he was lying.
    

    
      If that's the case.
    

    
      Why did this man come here?
    

    
      For revenge on me?
    

    
      Or to cause trouble?
    

    
      'That's possible.'
    

    
      However, there was something strange.
    

    
      Unlike before, the lanky guy had come alone.
    

    
      He hadn't brought a single one of his underlings.
    

    
      The lanky guy stood before my eyes.
    

    
      We had a huge brawl, but to be honest, I didn't dislike this lanky guy all that much.
    

    
      I'm not trying to glorify the gang, but should I say I felt a strange sort of attachment to him?
    

    
      'I have a bigger dislike for the cowardly types who bully the weak, like Seo Gwang-pal.'
    

    
      I took off the safety gloves I was wearing.
    

    
      "Why? Here for another round? Let's take it outside."
    

    
      The lanky guy shook his head.
    

    
      "I didn't come here to fight."
    

    
      He looked at the president.
    

    
      "President Kim. It's okay if I talk with Choi-ssi here for a bit, right?"
    

    
      "Oh, of course."
    

    
      The president groveled before the gang member.
    

    
      "Cap'n."
    

    
      I patted the shoulder of Kkalkki, who was making a worried face.
    

    
      "It's fine."
    

    
      Even if the lanky guy tried a surprise attack, I didn't think I would lose.
    

    
      If I used <God's Aura>, he wouldn't even be able to lay a fingertip on me.
    

    
      I headed toward the nearby wisteria trellis with the lanky guy.
    

    
      The pillar I had broken back then had been crudely repaired with some leftover wood.
    

    
      We sat side by side, sipping the coffee.
    

    
      "I was sorry for what happened before. I'm sorry for pushing things so recklessly without properly understanding the internal situation."
    

    
      When I didn't say anything, the lanky guy continued.
    

    
      "Do you believe in a thing called karma?"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      "I believe in it. I've done too many bad things in my time. That's why I'm trying to get on a new path, even if it's late."
    

    
      The lanky guy chewed on the rim of his paper cup.
    

    
      "I'm going to quit the gang. I realized it for sure this time. I'm not cut out for this kind of work. I'm thinking of going somewhere quiet and just farming."
    

    
      So, was this what he came here to say?
    

    
      To repent in front of me?
    

    
      "Hey, Choi Yong-gi."
    

    
      The lanky guy said, looking at me.
    

    
      "You should run. Our boss is coming back soon. That man..."
    

    
      He shuddered as if a chill ran down his spine.
    

    
      "How should I put it? He doesn't have the scent of a human."
    

    
      "Are you saying he's that strong? Stronger than me?"
    

    
      "No, that's not what I mean. It's like... looking at a living, breathing devil. Though it's not my place to say, being his subordinate."
    

    
      The image of the gang boss running wild with a sashimi knife flashed past my mind.
    

    
      "Thanks for the concern."
    

    
      I crumpled the paper cup and threw it into the trash can.
    

    
      After confirming the perfect shot, I dusted off my butt and stood up.
    

    
      "I'm not going to run."
    

    
      "What? Did you even hear me? Our boss is...!"
    

    
      "I don't know about karma or bosses or any of that shit, but there is one thing I'm sure of."
    

    
      The lanky guy tilted his head.
    

    
      "What's that?"
    

    
      "That bastards who do bad things will one day get it all back in kind."
    

    
      And even if karma doesn't work on those bad guys.
    

    
      In this life, I'll become a hero myself and become the karma for the villains.
    

    
      At those words, the lanky guy let out a smirk and stood up.
    

    
      "Yeah. That's the kind of answer the man who defeated me should give. I just came to say my final goodbye. Make sure you survive. Don't die."
    

    
      Leaving behind words you would only expect to share on a battlefield.
    

    
      The lanky guy walked away with staggering steps.
    

    
      In the red sunset, I had the illusion that his form was flickering indistinctly.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      That night.
    

    
      After all the factory workers had gone home, Kkalkki and I were left alone.
    

    
      The container door opened with a dreary sound.
    

    
      Kkalkki spread his hands proudly and shouted.
    

    
      "Ta-da!"
    

    
      There, in a place full of cobwebs, a costume made just for me revealed itself.
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      Under the orange light.
    

    
      As the Purple Devil suit revealed itself, a sentence popped into my head.
    

    
      Hero is born(In English).
    

    
      So a hero has finally been born in this container box.
    

    
      The sense of awe was brief.
    

    
      I brushed aside the cobwebs tickling my face and moved forward.
    

    
      The closer I got to the suit, the more a wave of disappointment washed over me.
    

    
      "This is..."
    

    
      A childish design made from a crudely modified Hunter helmet.
    

    
      On top of that, it was sloppily spray-painted purple.
    

    
      The full-body suit looked like a pile of rags, with leftover alloy plates patched all over it.
    

    
      To top it all off, a massive letter 'P' was written on the chest.
    

    
      'You've got to be kidding me.'
    

    
      I felt all over the costume.
    

    
      The cold, hard texture of steel felt vivid in my hands.
    

    
      "It's shoddier than I expected."
    

    
      As I voiced my honest thoughts, Kkalkki made a sound like 
      Ugh!
       as if he were having a heart attack.
    

    
      "Cap'n. That's a brutal truth bomb you just dropped!"
    

    
      Kkalkki picked up the purple helmet.
    

    
      "Don'tcha worry too much. There's a sayin', 'Fai-lyure is the mama of success!'"
    

    
      He probably means mother.
    

    
      "You can't get your belly full from the first soju bomb, y'know!"
    

    
      You can't be full from the first spoonful... Never mind.
    

    
      "I just threw it together in a hurry for now, so let's find the points for improve-ment as we go!"
    

    
      Then again, he was right.
    

    
      To think he made a suit of this quality in such a short period of time was an achievement in itself.
    

    
      Let's not forget.
    

    
      This is a prototype.
    

    
      Its quality will improve after a few upgrades.
    

    
      "For the next model, please take off this 'P' on the chest. Please."
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n!"
    

    
      Kkalkki, answering vigorously, picked up the helmet.
    

    
      "Then I'll begin my report! This 'un is made of Burnite material. By rai-sin' the car-bon content in the wyvern's lamellar tissue layer..."
    

    
      Why did I ask Kkalkki, of all people, to make me a hero suit?
    

    
      Because he's a close acquaintance?
    

    
      Because he's a trustworthy person who will keep my secret?
    

    
      Not a chance.
    

    
      There was a legitimate reason.
    

    
      Originally, Kkalkki was a recognized elite back in Nepal.
    

    
      He had never missed the top spot as a student, and he apparently scored a 151 on an IQ test.
    

    
      "I worked my fuckin' balls off skimmin' the Burnite without that bastard boss findin' out!"
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Of course, looking at him from the outside...
    

    
      No. They say there's a thin line between a genius and a fool.
    

    
      Kkalkki had been offered a full scholarship to Nepal's national university, but he refused it and came to Korea.
    

    
      It was because, due to his poor background, he needed money right away.
    

    
      What would have happened if Kkalkki had been born into a wealthy family and gone to a prestigious university?
    

    
      At the very least, he would be living a better life than he is now.
    

    
      "Here, here, for the fixed liner part, micro-Burnite goes in..."
    

    
      "Kkalkki."
    

    
      I stood up straight and faced him directly.
    

    
      "You worked hard. Thank you."
    

    
      Kkalkki revealed his pearly white teeth and grinned.
    

    
      "Just try it on, Cap'n."
    

    
      I took the helmet he handed me and put it on.
    

    
      Unlike its appearance, it was comfortable to wear, cupping my face with a soft cushion.
    

    
      For reference, Burnite is the same material as the product Seo Gwang-pal had worn.
    

    
      "Not bad."
    

    
      "It's pretty good, right? I originally wanted to use Silvernite or Goldnite, but we didn't have any at our factory."
    

    
      If it starts with 'Burn', it's infused with wyvern scales.
    

    
      'Silver' and 'Gold' are infused with dragon scales.
    

    
      Naturally, the dragon-type overwhelmingly surpasses the wyvern-type in terms of performance.
    

    
      'It's a cheat-level item, except for the fact that it's ridiculously expensive.'
    

    
      After the helmet, I put on the suit.
    

    
      Since the exterior was made of steel, a loud clattering sound rang out whenever I moved.
    

    
      My whole body slumped, pulled down by the effect of gravity.
    

    
      'This is closer to armor than a suit.'
    

    
      I rotated my arm in a full circle and muttered.
    

    
      "It's pretty heavy."
    

    
      "That's ri-ight. I couldn't use Burnite for the suit. Couldn't be helped."
    

    
      Kkalkki had made the suit using leftover materials in the factory without the president's knowledge.
    

    
      Using Burnite for the helmet was fine since it was a small amount, but covering the entire suit with it would have been impossible.
    

    
      You can only get away with skimming if you do it in moderation.
    

    
      Kkalkki muttered, crestfallen.
    

    
      "If only we had at lea-ast some Bronze Knight..."
    

    
      My thoughts drifted to things I had experienced while working at the factory.
    

    
      'Come to think of it, won't a new material called Dark Knight be developed in a few years?'
    

    
      A legendary monster corresponding to the <Apocalypse-Grade> danger level.
    

    
      Commonly known as the Black Dragon.
    

    
      The Black Dragon's hide becomes the main ingredient for Dark Knight.
    

    
      Dark Knight doesn't conduct electricity, doesn't burn in fire, and, depending on how it's processed, dramatically alleviates cold and heat.
    

    
      In terms of shock absorption, in particular, it was a miracle material that was second to none.
    

    
      However, the Black Dragon was a species so rare that its appearances throughout all of human history could be counted on one hand.
    

    
      'All I ever did was see it on the news.'
    

    
      No, wait a minute.
    

    
      Something flashed in my mind.
    

    
      "Kkalkki. If I bring you Silver or Gold grade Knight materials, can you make a suit with them?"
    

    
      Kkalkki blinked his eyes.
    

    
      "Yup! Of course!"
    

    
      It's impossible at the present time, but.
    

    
      I knew.
    

    
      A place where I could get dragon leather.
    

    
      'The problem is how to get in there...'
    

    
      No matter how much I wielded a hero's power.
    

    
      I wasn't a proper Hunter yet, so a method didn't immediately come to mind.
    

    
      For now, let's just do what can be done right away.
    

    
      "I'll look into it as we go."
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n! Just leave anythin' and everythin' to me!"
    

    
      "Alright, then. Shall we get to it?"
    

    
      I got fully dressed in the suit and went outside the container.
    

    
      I tried a light jog around the empty lot and rotated my arms.
    

    
      "How is it, Cap’n?"
    

    
      "It's a little uncomfortable. I think it would be easier to breathe with a mask instead of a helmet."
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n!"
    

    
      Kkalkki diligently jotted down my words in a notepad.
    

    
      "I'll make the next ver-sion way better than this one! I'll make it killer-zee!"
    

    
      As they say, humans are animals of adaptation.
    

    
      After walking around the empty lot like an astronaut exploring the moon, I had gotten used to the suit.
    

    
      "It feels like it fits my body perfectly."
    

    
      "'Cause I designed it to fit the Cap'n's height, weight, and physical characteris-tics, ya see!”
    

    
      Even for a prototype, it was ergonomically designed.
    

    
      I was once again impressed by Kkalkki's skill.
    

    
      "When's the first sor-tie, Cap'n? Right now?"
    

    
      I thought for a moment.
    

    
      I wanted to go out right away, but there was something I had to do first.
    

    
      "Not tonight."
    

    
      Kkalkki's eyes shone.
    

    
      "Then what's our first mission after puttin' on the suit? Are we gonna save people from a subway derail-ment or a sinkin' ship or somethin' like that?"
    

    
      He's certainly seen a lot of movies, just as you'd expect from a hero enthusiast.
    

    
      I might do that kind of thing someday, but.
    

    
      There was nothing like that in my short-term plan.
    

    
      The first mission.
    

    
      That is...
    

    
      "I'm going to steal something."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Kkalkki's mouth fell open as he craned his neck forward.
    

    
      "Whaddaya say? Thievery, ya say? What's that supposed to mean, Cap'n!"
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      For a sacred hero to commit petty thievery.
    

    
      It's an act that doesn't fit at all.
    

    
      But my plan remained unchanged.
    

    
      To do what I believe is right.
    

    
      Because that is the creed of the Purple Devil.
    

    
      "...Cap'n. Are you gonna rob a bank or somethin'?"
    

    
      "That's right. If I end up in prison, bring me some food from the outside. You'll do that for me, right? Kkalkki."
    

    
      Kkalkki stared at me intently, then let out a smirk.
    

    
      "Teasin' me again. Aish! I'm not fallin' for it!"
    

    
      Ending the lighthearted joke, I patted Kkalkki's shoulder.
    

    
      "You worked hard. Brahma!"
    

    
      When I called him by his call name, Kkalkki puffed out his chest as if overcome with emotion.
    

    
      "Yessir! Cap'n! So now what else do I do?"
    

    
      "Go home."
    

    
      "Wha–?"
    

    
      "I said go home. You must be tired from working all day."
    

    
      "Tsk... Got it, Cap'n."
    

    
      Kkalkki, after shooting me a sidelong glance, ran to the back of the container and dragged something out.
    

    
      What he held in his hand was a bicycle.
    

    
      "Where'd you get that? Did you buy it?"
    

    
      "Dunno? It was in the bushes over there so I fixed it up!"
    

    
      Looking at it, it was an early model electric bicycle from T Company.
    

    
      It was characterized by its futuristic design and the distinctive 
      whirring
       sound it made as it ran on its high-speed charge.
    

    
      "Heh."
    

    
      Kkalkki got on the bicycle.
    

    
      The Ilsan industrial complex was littered with abandoned bicycles like that one.
    

    
      They were things that foreign workers had used for commuting.
    

    
      "Want one too, Cap'n? There are a fuckin' ton of these in the com-plex. I'm workin' real hard on fixin' up another one right now!"
    

    
      "Yeah. If you have a spare, give me one."
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n! Cya morrow!"
    

    
      Kkalkki rode off on the electric bicycle, whirring away into the distance.
    

    
      Left alone, I took a deep breath.
    

    
      The thing I absolutely had to do before taking my first step as a hero.
    

    
      It was training.
    

    
      When you heat a piece of iron in the fire and then hammer it, it becomes hard.
    

    
      What I needed was that hardness.
    

    
      There was something I had learned to the bone while fighting the lanky guy.
    

    
      I still didn't properly understand my hero abilities.
    

    
      At that time, I was lucky enough to meet the conditions and obtain <God's Aura>, which allowed me to win.
    

    
      And luck is something that only comes to those who put in the effort.
    

    
      I stretched my hand into the air and activated the blue window.
    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    
      1.  Super Kid Series.
    

    

    
           1)  <Superhuman's Judgment>
    

    
              : 1 million won per use.
    

    
           2)  <God's Aura>
    

    
              : 5 million won per day.
    

    
      The condition for moving from Super Kid's skill 1) to 2) was simple.
    

    
      Just use <Superhuman's Judgment> 5 times.
    

    
      Then, what about the next step?
    

    
      I scrolled down.
    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    
      2.  Speeder Series.
    

    
           1)  <Infinite Acceleration>
    

    
              : 10 million won within a 1km radius.
    

    
              : Duration: 1 minute.
    

    

    
           2)  <Regeneration>
    

    
              : Deducted in proportion to damage.
    

    
      Speeder, the representative hero of DX Comics.
    

    
      He was the progenitor of the speedster class of heroes.
    

    
      'So Speeder comes after Super Kid.'
    

    
      However, the second hero was, as expected, grayed out.
    

    
      Clicking it only resulted in a warning sound.
    

    
        [ Conditions have not been met. ]
    

    
      To obtain a new character, I had to meet the qualifications.
    

    
      The mission given by the system was displayed in newly added red text.
    

    
      Last time, with the lanky guy, the condition was fulfilled when the counter became <5/5>.
    

    
      In other words.
    

    
      "Am I supposed to use it a thousand times?"
    

    
      <Superhuman's Judgment> costs 1 million won per use.
    

    
      If I use it a thousand times.
    

    
      "1 billion won."
    

    
      That was my entire fortune saved from my past life.
    

    
      'You're telling me to spend all of that in one go?'
    

    
      My brow furrowed as I continued to think deeply.
    

    
      There's no way.
    

    
      To force me to burn 1 billion won just to get the second hero skill.
    

    
      Isn't that too unreasonable?
    

    
      'Don't tell me. Is that what it means?'
    

    
      I lowered my stance, gathered mana in my fist, and punched with all my might.
    

    
      A sandy wind rose in the empty lot as <Superhuman's Judgment> activated.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      <1/1,000>
    

    
      Just as I thought.
    

    
      My prediction was spot on.
    

    
      I had used <Superhuman's Judgment>, but because there was no valid hit, no money was withdrawn.
    

    
      Instead, the condition was fulfilled.
    

    
      999 more times.
    

    
      If I do that, I can obtain the Speeder.
    

    
      The sudden jump from 5 to 1,000 is bewildering, but.
    

    
      It must mean that the Speeder's abilities are worth that much effort.
    

    
      "Alright. I'm finishing this tonight."
    

    
      I took a boxing stance and threw a relentless series of one-twos.
    

    
      Ding. Ding.
    

    
      <11/1,000>
    

    
      <23 /1,000>
    

    
      <39 /1,000>
    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    
      "
      Gasp. Haah.
      "
    

    
      In no time, I was completely winded.
    

    
      <Superhuman's Judgment> wasn't just about throwing a punch.
    

    
      It was about gathering an extreme amount of high-quality mana into a single point and attacking.
    

    
      It was an act that demanded incredible concentration and, at the same time, was physically taxing.
    

    
      On top of that, wearing the heavy suit made it even more hellish.
    

    
      'How am I ever going to get to a thousand?'
    

    
      Sweat poured down like rain, drenching the suit.
    

    
      'Should I take the suit off?'
    

    
      I immediately shook my head.
    

    
      When I sortie wearing the suit, I won't know when or where a battle might break out.
    

    
      I had to prepare for a real fight through intense training.
    

    
      "
      Huff. Huuff!
      "
    

    
      And so, one hundred times, two hundred times, three hundred times...
    

    
      Once I passed five hundred, my stamina dropped sharply, and my movements slowed.
    

    
      "...Ugh."
    

    
      My whole body felt like a waterlogged cotton blanket.
    

    
      I can't even lift my arms anymore.
    

    
      The desire to just lie down comfortably was overwhelming.
    

    
      Should I stop here for today and rest?
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      In the desolate factory lot where the insects chirped.
    

    
      I found my solitary self, fighting against myself under the moonlight.
    

    
      The dripping sweat, the heat, the ragged gasps for air proved my existence.
    

    
      No one had forced me to complete the thousand repetitions.
    

    
      The same went for being a hero.
    

    
      No one had ever demanded that I become a hero.
    

    
      And that is precisely why.
    

    
      I could not give up.
    

    
      This was a promise, an oath, to myself.
    

    
      I didn't give up, slowly extending my fist.
    

    
      Each punch took over 30 seconds.
    

    
      It felt like my entire body was being pierced by an awl.
    

    
      "Keueuk."
    

    
      I grit my teeth and endured, and endured again.
    

    
      All heroes have one thing in common.
    

    
      They are trampled by villains, sometimes criticized by the public, and sometimes they reach the threshold of death.
    

    
      But they don't give up, and they get back up.
    

    
      My favorite hero, Jin Shak, said.
    

    
      "A person grows only as much as they define themselves."
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      I decided to define myself as a hero.
    

    
      Not just a simple hero.
    

    
      A great hero.
    

    
      That was the thorny path I had to walk.
    

    
      When 700 times had passed, and then 800.
    

    
      At some point, I completely forgot to count.
    

    
      My vision blurred, and my consciousness grew hazy, as if in a dream.
    

    
      "...Hoo. Hoo-ook."
    

    
      Far in the distance, the dawn was breaking.
    

    
      The red glow of the sunrise washed over the desolate factory grounds.
    

    
      It was at that very moment.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ <1,000/1,000> ]
    

    
      [ Conditions have been met. ]
    

    
      Done. One thousand.
    

    
      The Speeder, which had been gray, turned a vivid black.
    

    
      As soon as I confirmed it, the strength left my legs, and I collapsed.
    

    
      The sound of a buzzing bee burrowed into my ear from somewhere.
    

    
      Just as I was about to let go of my fading consciousness, someone pulled me up.
    

    
      "Cap’n? Why're you at work so ear-ly?”
    

    
      Kkalkki, startled, continued speaking.
    

    
      "No way, did ya pull an all-nighter? Huh? You're completely drench-ed in sweat! What in the world have you been doin'?”
    

    
      I made a fist and lightly tapped Kkalkki's cheek.
    

    
      "One thousand and one.”
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      Kkalkki rubbed the cheek my fist had touched and smiled brightly.
    

    
      "One thousand and one? What's that s'posed to mean?"
    

    
      I pushed myself off the ground and stood up.
    

    
      All night, I had thrown my fist as if exploding a high-capacity of mana.
    

    
      A whopping one thousand times.
    

    
      Naturally, my body was in no condition to speak of.
    

    
      My entire body throbbed with muscle pain, and my eyes wanted to close from the fatigue.
    

    
      'I feel like I'm going to collapse from exhaustion.'
    

    
      My mind was hazy, and the world was spinning.
    

    
      Without realizing it, I swayed from the dizziness.
    

    
      "Huh?! Cap'n!"
    

    
      Kkalkki, who was beside me, barely managed to support me.
    

    
      "What time is it now?"
    

    
      "Seven-thir-ty."
    

    
      The workday at the factory starts at 8.
    

    
      "I'm just gonna sleep for 30 minutes."
    

    
      "Got it, Cap'n! Wanna drink some water or somethin'?"
    

    
      "Yeah. Thanks."
    

    
      Kkalkki ran toward the factory.
    

    
      It was at that moment.
    

    
      *Ding.*
    

    
      A notification sounded in the air.
    

    
      I had already met the conditions and obtained a new hero.
    

    
      'Is there something else?'
    

    
      I froze as soon as I saw the blue window.
    

    
      [ Congratulations on meeting the conditions. ]
    

    
      The message continued.
    

    
      [ A gift will now be provided. ]
    

    
      A reward for succeeding in the mission.
    

    
      It was a simple and cliché situation, but.
    

    
      There was a hidden twist that was enough to make goosebumps rise on my cheek.
    

    
      [ <Superhuman's Judgment (Special)> Vouchers: <10/0> ]
    

    
      The designation 'Special' had been added to the existing hero skill.
    

    
      On top of that.
    

    
      'Does this mean I can use it 10 times for free?'
    

    
      Let's test it right now.
    

    
      Surely, I would be able to use a more powerful and special technique than before.
    

    
      My heart pounded fiercely.
    

    
      I dragged my leaden body and forced my mind to concentrate.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Sweating coldly, I tried to lift my fist, which felt as heavy as a thousand pounds, and extend it...
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      "...Hah. This is too hard."
    

    
      In my worst possible condition, it felt as if both my body and mind had been powered down.
    

    
      Let's just quit.
    

    
      'I can just try it next time.'
    

    
      I reverted the window floating in the air back to its initial state.
    

    
      [ Talent: Purchase ]
    

    
      [ You can buy the abilities of those you admire. ]
    

    
      This was the content I had witnessed at the time of my Awakening.
    

    
      I had thought that purchasing hero abilities with the money I saved in my past life was all there was to it.
    

    
      But that wasn't all.
    

    
      'The more abilities I buy, the more additional benefits I gain in the process.'
    

    
      I was given plenty of opportunities to become stronger on my own, without having to rely on a hero's ability.
    

    
      'Is it a Growth-type?'
    

    
      If it continues like this in the future.
    

    
      How strong will I be by the time I use up all of my Awakened's Balance?
    

    
      I was newly struck by the realization that I had obtained a cheat-like card.
    

    
      Was it good luck?
    

    
      Or was it a reward given by someone who took pity on me?
    

    
      "Cap'n! Drink this up!"
    

    
      Feeling a burning thirst, I drank the water like a man who had discovered an oasis in the desert.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      I opened my eyes to a clamor of noise.
    

    
      Inside the dark warehouse.
    

    
      I had asked him to wake me up after just 30 minutes, but Kkalkki hadn't called me.
    

    
      'How long did I sleep?'
    

    
      The clamor of the factory squeezed through the slightly open crack in the door.
    

    
      The sounds of cutting steel, a press stamping down, sparks flying, and welding echoed out.
    

    
      The spot I was sitting on was soft.
    

    
      A place made by laying cardboard boxes on top of styrofoam.
    

    
      This was Kkalkki's personal bed.
    

    
      Seeing that he had even covered me with a blanket, he must have let me sleep longer out of consideration.
    

    
      I opened the warehouse door and went outside.
    

    
      Kkalkki came running over like a puppy that had found its owner.
    

    
      "Cap'n! You're awake-y?"
    

    
      "I told you to wake me up. I feel bad for the others."
    

    
      "Aww. It's just 'cause you were sleepin' so soundly."
    

    
      I checked the time; it was well past 11 o'clock.
    

    
      I hadn't slept for that long, but perhaps because I had slept so deeply, my whole body felt refreshed.
    

    
      'It's been a while.'
    

    
      In my past life, I had suffered from terrible insomnia.
    

    
      Even when I lay down after finishing work, dragging my weary body, I couldn't sleep properly.
    

    
      Even though my whole body felt as heavy as a thousand pounds.
    

    
      I would just toss and turn with my eyes closed.
    

    
      And even if I did manage to doze off for a bit, I was plagued by nightmares.
    

    
      In my dreams, the people around me would die without fail.
    

    
      My grandmother, and my younger brother.
    

    
      Even there, I worked relentlessly.
    

    
      When I woke up, my body and mind would be even more exhausted.
    

    
      'Living was hell.'
    

    
      I slowly looked around.
    

    
      Everyone was working nonstop.
    

    
      The morning is always the busiest time at the factory.
    

    
      "Where's the president?"
    

    
      "Don'tcha worry. Must've been stuffin' his face with booze all night with Madam Shin, 'cause he passed out as soon as he got here."
    

    
      Kkalkki grumbled and stuck his lips out in a pout.
    

    
      Madam Shin was the female owner of the bar the president frequented.
    

    
      'Ah, was it around this time?'
    

    
      Finally, a memory of the past came back to life.
    

    
      I zipped up my old jumper and walked through the factory.
    

    
      A little over 10 people worked here.
    

    
      The scale of the factory is very small.
    

    
      The 10 billion won in annual sales the president mentioned was a gross exaggeration.
    

    
      In the beginning, the annual sales were around 1 billion won.
    

    
      The next year, it was 3 billion, and currently, it's probably around 5 billion.
    

    
      'Right. It could have become a 10-billion-won company someday.'
    

    
      Thanks to consistently winning subcontracts from the mega-corporation <Seosan>, it was a pretty solid business, even if it just maintained its current state.
    

    
      The problem was the president.
    

    
      I stopped walking and gently pushed open the door to the president's office.
    

    
      "Kkeu-heu...!"
    

    
      The president was lying on the comfortable sofa, snoring as he slept.
    

    
      The foul stench of whiskey floating in the air stung my nose.
    

    
      A golf broadcast was blaring from the TV.
    

    
      The more money the factory steadily brought in, the more debauched the president became.
    

    
      He was already married with two kids, but he kept Madam Shin as his mistress and diligently funneled money to her establishment.
    

    
      'It would have been a relief if that was all.'
    

    
      From a Benz to a sports car, and then again to a luxury sedan.
    

    
      He changed his expensive cars at the drop of a hat.
    

    
      While the employees were making do with meager meals in the company cafeteria.
    

    
      The president was a regular at a Japanese restaurant where one meal cost over 300,000 won.
    

    
      He wore a luxury watch on his arm and changed his preference from whiskey to wine.
    

    
      'Eventually, he even hired a chauffeur and was driven around in a limousine.'
    

    
      The president's daily routine was to groan from his hangover during the day, and once the sun set, to chase skirts at the bar.
    

    
      Meanwhile, he delayed his employees' salaries, and due to excessive loans, his cash flow was blocked.
    

    
      Naturally, his debt continued to grow.
    

    
      The factory was the goose that laid the golden eggs.
    

    
      But the president was slitting the goose's belly with his own hands.
    

    
      In the end, the president is forced to hand the factory over to a loan shark.
    

    
      'It would be more accurate to say it was stolen from him for a pittance.'
    

    
      And then, in a drunken state, he commits suicide by self-immolation.
    

    
      It was the final end for an arrogant, slothful, and incompetent man.
    

    
      Ironically, the factory didn't stop even after that.
    

    
      The loan shark was superior to the president in terms of financial management, but he didn't give a damn about the employees.
    

    
      There was a phrase the new president was fond of saying.
    

    
      "Even a dying ember can be brought back to life if you fan the fuck out of it. Isn't that right?"
    

    
      He's right.
    

    
      The problem is that eventually, the ember burns out completely.
    

    
      The loan shark, under the pretext of austerity, indiscriminately fired the factory workers.
    

    
      The staff of 10 was reduced to 3.
    

    
      I was one of the survivors, but I wasn't happy at all.
    

    
      What do you think happens when 3 people try to do the work of 10?
    

    
      From Monday to Saturday.
    

    
      13-hour workdays.
    

    
      Overtime was both essential and mandatory.
    

    
      The one remaining worker also quit, as if fleeing.
    

    
      It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I was doing all the work at the site by myself.
    

    
      'If it weren't for my younger brother, I wouldn't have been able to endure it either.'
    

    
      A shadow fell over me.
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya."
    

    
      The voice calling my name pulled me from my reminiscence.
    

    
      "You awake?"
    

    
      The foreman, his wrinkled face covered in dust, was looking at me.
    

    
      In the past, the loan shark had fired the foreman first.
    

    
      The reason was that he was too old.
    

    
      I bowed my head to him.
    

    
      "I'm sorry for dozing off when everyone is so busy."
    

    
      "It's fine. Here, eat this."
    

    
      The foreman held something out to me.
    

    
      Canned coffee and cream bread.
    

    
      Around here, this was the best snack combination.
    

    
      "Come to think of it, we haven't properly thanked you, Yong-gi."
    

    
      The foreman continued.
    

    
      "We got the press changed to a new one, so we're workin' safely now, ain't we? It's all thanks to you, Yong-gi."
    

    
      The men working in the factory stopped their hands.
    

    
      They shouted toward me.
    

    
      "It's such a relief that those gang bastards don't come around these days!"
    

    
      "You can sleep more, so just say the word if you're tired."
    

    
      "That's right! We can cover for ya!"
    

    
      One by one, I recalled their names.
    

    
      Bae Woo-rim-ssi, who got scammed, fell into debt, and ended up at the industrial complex.
    

    
      Uncle Park Chang-seong, who became homeless from the shock of his wife cheating on him before getting a job at the factory.
    

    
      Professor Jang, who was once a teacher but was now falsely accused in a sex scandal, whose only hobby was frequenting lottery shops.
    

    
      There was no one here without a story.
    

    
      Some might look at them and think they're pathetic.
    

    
      But at the very least, I didn't.
    

    
      Just because you have a lot of money doesn't mean you have a worthy life.
    

    
      Just because you are poor doesn't mean your life is useless.
    

    
      There are all sorts of ways to live.
    

    
      The men here, silently and fiercely, in their own places.
    

    
      They built the equipment for those who fought monsters in unseen places.
    

    
      "Yong-gi-ya! Wanna go to karaoke after we're done today?"
    

    
      "Yeah! I belted out a tune yesterday for the first time in a while, and man, the stress just melted away!"
    

    
      Kkalkki stepped forward to stop them.
    

    
      "No way! The Cap'n's gonna eat frozen pork and soju with me!"
    

    
      "Look at him, spoutin' bullshit again! Is Yong-gi yours or somethin'? That Kkalkki bastard looks like some kinda mountain beast, but they say he's into men!"
    

    
      "What? And you look like some kinda Joseon-era slave. Your name is even Park Chang-seong. Sounds just like a low-born family!"
    

    
      As a round of trash-talking went back and forth, the inside of the factory became a scene of total chaos.
    

    
      Watching it all, I felt my mind being put at ease for some reason.
    

    
      Although the factory was a site of hard labor.
    

    
      To me, it was my home and the foundation of my life.
    

    
      In this life...
    

    
      'I will never, ever let this place fall apart.'
    

    
      I spoke to the foreman.
    

    
      "I'm fine now. Let's get right back to it."
    

    
      I put on my gloves and gripped the smooth, shiny Burnite raw material.
    

    
      And so, an ordinary day began.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      *THWACK! THWACK!*
    

    
      Someone gripped a helmet made of Burnite material and was striking a man with it.
    

    
      Blood splattered on the helmet, and the face of the man being hit with it was a complete mess.
    

    
      "Gak!"
    

    
      The man screamed and collapsed.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal looked at the helmet in admiration.
    

    
      "Hee-ya! As expected, this thing doesn't break easily."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was wearing a ridiculous elephant mask to hide his identity as a Hunter.
    

    
      The mask was for children, so it was barely big enough to cover his eyes, nose, and mouth.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal checked the business card in his hand.
    

    
      "You're the delivery punk from the quick service, right?"
    

    
      The one being beaten was none other than.
    

    
      The man who had given Choi Yong-gi a ride to the industrial complex.
    

    
      The man, a bloody pulp, lifted his head.
    

    
      "...Who the hell are you?"
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal, recalling the bastard who had presumptuously declared himself a hero, said.
    

    
      He deliberately lowered his voice and spread his hands menacingly.
    

    
      "A villain."
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      The large man covered in tattoos glared at Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    
      Usually in comics or movies, someone with this kind of visual was cast as the villain, but.
    

    
      But in the current situation, it was the complete opposite.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal had ambushed the tattooed man while he was in the middle of a delivery and dragged him into an alleyway.
    

    
      Seeing that he was unharmed even after ramming the motorcycle with his own body, he was clearly an Awakened.
    

    
      The tattooed man grit his teeth.
    

    
      'Is he a Villain?'
    

    
      But there was no reason for a Villain to single him out for an attack.
    

    
      It was rare to find a Villain stupid enough to commit a crime in the middle of a main road just to steal some pocket change.
    

    
      The tattooed man lifted his head.
    

    
      "What do you want?"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal slightly lifted the mask that was squishing his face to adjust its position.
    

    
      "The bastard you gave a ride to on your motorcycle. Where did you take him?"
    

    
      The tattooed man searched his memory.
    

    
      Was there only one or two people he had given a ride to?
    

    
      Just yesterday, he had taken his girlfriend for a ride along the Han River at dawn to enjoy the night view.
    

    
      "Who are you talking abou... 
      Gak!
      "
    

    
      "This bastard, I mean!"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal slammed his knee into the tattooed man's stomach and shoved the photo he had printed from the information division in his face.
    

    
      The tattooed man barely managed to open his eyes.
    

    
      It was the back of a man wearing a shabby jumper.
    

    
      He instantly recognized who it was.
    

    
      The man who had defeated Big Lava.
    

    
      He was a man with a wild gaze and an air of loneliness about him.
    

    
      The tattooed man shrugged.
    

    
      "I don't know. Who is this?"
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal let out a smirk and nodded.
    

    
      "Right. A punk bastard like you won't fucking listen when I ask nicely."
    

    
      The brutal beating continued.
    

    
      By the time the tattooed man was beaten to a pulp.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal asked again.
    

    
      "Now, where did he go?"
    

    
      "...Ov'r..."
    

    
      The tattooed man coughed up blood and pointed somewhere with his finger.
    

    
      The chance to finally catch the tail of the man he had been so desperately searching for had come.
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal leaned in close and lowered his head.
    

    
      "What was that? Where?"
    

    
      The tattooed man was pointing at Seo Gwang-pal's bald head.
    

    
      "You look like a dickhead."
    

    
      Veins popped on Seo Gwang-pal's scalp, which was not quite covered by the mask.
    

    
      "Alright then. Let's see who wins this."
    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal threw off his mask and once again raised the helmet.
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      As the employees left one by one, a stillness fell over the bustling factory.
    

    
      I stood in the empty lot, wearing the P1.
    

    
      P1 is the first model name for the Purple Devil suit.
    

    
      Tonight, finally.
    

    
      'It's my first sortie as a hero.'
    

    
      With a thrilled heart, I turned my head.
    

    
      My full body was reflected in a piece of chrome shield material for tankers that had been propped up.
    

    
      I clenched and unclenched my fists under the moonlight.
    

    
      A purple helmet and black armor.
    

    
      Since it was a prototype the details were crude, but the overall appearance was quite plausible.
    

    
      The Purple Devil's first mission was set.
    

    
      Thievery.
    

    
      I intend to steal someone else's property.
    

    
      And who is the target?
    

    
      The president? Or the other employees?
    

    
      Not a chance.
    

    
      The target is...
    

    
      "Cap'n!"
    

    
      From far away, Kkalkki came dragging something with both hands.
    

    
      As wheel tracks were left on the ground, a heavy object revealed itself.
    

    
      "The thing ya asked for! It's this!"
    

    
      Its form was similar to an electric bicycle, but looking closely, it was a motorcycle.
    

    
      "Was this the thing you were working so hard on fixing?"
    

    
      "That's ri-ight! How is it? Pretty killer, huh?"
    

    
      Kkalkki stopped the motorcycle in front of me.
    

    
      Its red exterior was covered in muddy water, giving it a shabby appearance.
    

    
      However, I recognized that this was a hidden gem.
    

    
      "A Honda XR80?"
    

    
      "Oh! Bingo! You know it, Cap'n? As expec-ted!"
    

    
      Kkalkki snapped his fingers, delighted.
    

    
      "Cap'n! Have you seen <Terminator 2>? It's the one that's in it, y'know!"
    

    
      In the movie he mentioned, the police, unusually, are the villains.
    

    
      The motorcycle the protagonist chooses to escape the cyborg's attack is this very model.
    

    
      The scene of the XR80 riding alongside a Harley-Davidson was chosen as one of the most iconic scenes.
    

    
      "Where'd you get this?"
    

    
      "I picked it up from under the Shit Bridge over there! The moment I saw it, I shouted!”
    

    
      Kkalkki spoke, his voice full of ecstasy.
    

    
      "Oh, shi-it! Jackpot!"
    

    
      This motorcycle was released way back in 1979.
    

    
      At the present time, it was no different from an antique.
    

    
      How on earth did an XR80 find its way here?
    

    
      As if reading my thoughts, Kkalkki added.
    

    
      "Prob'ly some of the other foreign worker bastards stole it, used it, and then dumped it."
    

    
      Kkalkki wasn't the only foreigner working at the Ilsan industrial complex.
    

    
      "Here, Captain! Take this!"
    

    
      I took what Kkalkki held out.
    

    
      It was a silver key with a classic design.
    

    
      'A key. It's been a while.'
    

    
      I thought back to the time I had returned to.
    

    
      Usually, electric bikes or electric cars were started with a smart key or a fingerprint.
    

    
      But this was a massive key that looked like it would be more at home opening the door to a flush toilet.
    

    
      It was more than just a step back in time; it was a leap.
    

    
      There was also a keyring attached to the key.
    

    
      "What's this?"
    

    
      "I made it myself!"
    

    
      It was a cute figure, a reinterpretation of the Purple Devil wearing his purple mask in an SD version.
    

    
      Looking at it, I was suddenly reminded of the Jin Shark figure my father could never buy for me when I was a child.
    

    
      "How is it? Do ya like it, Cap'n?"
    

    
      I squeezed the keyring tightly in my fist.
    

    
      "Very much. Thank you."
    

    
      Kkalkki grinned and stepped aside.
    

    
      "It's yours now, Cap'n!"
    

    
      After giving Kkalkki a smile, I got on the motorcycle while still wearing the suit.
    

    
      I inserted the key, stepped on the pedal, and started the engine.
    

    
      VRROOOM!
    

    
      Being an old machine, it vibrated the suspension with a rattling noise.
    

    
      The rough, vivid sensation unique to an off-road bike was transmitted throughout my entire body.
    

    
      "Oh yeah, I installed a Z-engine on this thing!"
    

    
      Kkalkki pointed to the body of the motorcycle.
    

    
      "I got a broken one from Khan over at the 1st Factory, ya see!"
    

    
      Khan was another foreign worker from Bangladesh, and a friend of Kkalkki's.
    

    
      The Z-series was the latest model of internal combustion engine.
    

    
      It was like putting a jet engine in a propeller plane.
    

    
      It may be an illegal modification, but.
    

    
      So what.
    

    
      "Cap'n, I tried ridin' it for a bit, ya know? It's awes-ome! The high-torque ride is insane!"
    

    
      A new object that had never existed in the world was reborn at the hands of Kkalkki.
    

    
      Before setting off, I grabbed the last preparatory item.
    

    
      "Kkalkki. What's that?"
    

    
      "Aha! I bought it during lunch today!"
    

    
      Kkalkki fumbled in his inner pocket and took out a black cloth.
    

    
      It was definitely as small as a handkerchief when it came out.
    

    
      But the more he pulled it out, the bigger it got.
    

    
      It seemed like he was performing a magic trick, but it was a unique effect of the cloth itself.
    

    
      This was the so-called Dvergr Cloth.
    

    
      Made by processing a special fabric, it could freely expand and shrink as needed.
    

    
      Not only that, but if you put an object inside and wrapped it, the object's volume would shrink.
    

    
      It was, quite literally, a magical item.
    

    
      It was originally a cloth made by dwarves in dungeons, but you could buy it on the black market from porters who had secretly smuggled it out after entering a Gate.
    

    
      "I'll put it on for you!"
    

    
      Kkalkki flapped the blanket-like cloth and draped it around the neck of the suit.
    

    
      With this, it was complete.
    

    
      I gripped the handlebars with both hands and placed a foot on the peg.
    

    
      "I'll be back."
    

    
      "Cap'n. Be care-ful."
    

    
      I nodded and twisted my wrist back.
    

    
      "The thievery, make sure you succeed!"
    

    
      Leaving the waving Kkalkki behind me,
    

    
      I disappeared into the darkness of the industrial complex with a roar, my cape fluttering.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      I stopped the motorcycle, kicking up a cloud of dust.
    

    
      The place I had arrived at was the 7th Factory.
    

    
      Even among the factories from 1 to 9 that made up the Ilsan Industrial Complex, it was a particularly unique place.
    

    
      It was the location of the gang's headquarters.
    

    
      I parked the motorcycle a short distance from my destination.
    

    
      I fixed my gaze and activated the dial on the side of my helmet.
    

    
      As the blue-element night vision activated, two gang members guarding the entrance to the 7th Factory came into view.
    

    
      They were standing there leisurely, yawning, but one had a machete on his back.
    

    
      The other had an axe at his side.
    

    
      'Should I attempt a frontal assault?'
    

    
      I considered it for a moment, but soon gave up on the idea.
    

    
      Today's plan is not to defeat the gang.
    

    
      'Let's infiltrate.'
    

    
      I left the guards be and stood before the wall of the 7th Factory.
    

    
      I stretched out both hands and placed them on the cement.
    

    
      As I manipulated my fingers in a designated pattern, a suction force was generated in my palms.
    

    
      SCHLICK! SCHLOCK!
    

    
      After checking a few times to see if they would stick properly, I began to scale the wall as if I were rock climbing.
    

    
      The more heroes I 'Purchase' in the future, the more diverse abilities I will possess.
    

    
      However, that wasn't for now.
    

    
      Since I am growing step-by-step, like climbing a staircase, I still have a long way to go.
    

    
      Therefore, for now, it's most efficient to utilize the suit as much as possible.
    

    
      I crossed over the wall in an instant and landed.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      When I touched the ground, I knelt on one knee and raised the opposite elbow high toward the sky.
    

    
      The so-called Superhero Landing.
    

    
      It was a clichéd yet stylish pose, an indispensable part of any hero story.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      Was I getting too into it?
    

    
      I shrugged and stood up straight.
    

    
      When I turned my head, a tall wall soared up behind me.
    

    
      'This is awesome.'
    

    
      I was once again impressed by Kkalkki's talent for making equipment.
    

    
      To think he could draw out this level of performance even in such a poor environment.
    

    
      What kind of even more outstanding equipment could be born if he were given abundant resources and financial support?
    

    
      I moved my feet, filled with anticipation.
    

    
      I lowered my body to hide my presence and moved quickly.
    

    
      Two buildings came into view in the center of the 7th Factory.
    

    
      One was used as a factory, and the other was the gang's headquarters.
    

    
      While the factory occupied a large plot of land, the gang's base was a two-story prefabricated building.
    

    
      As befitting a hideout, two men who were bigger than the ones before stood in front of the main entrance.
    

    
      This time, too, they were armed.
    

    
      'A submachine gun?'
    

    
      Ever since the Gates opened, monsters had been appearing all over the world.
    

    
      Citizens wanted powerful weapons as a means to protect themselves.
    

    
      It's nonsense to believe that you can kill a monster with a gun, but they wanted to at least gain some peace of mind.
    

    
      And so, the National Assembly passed the bill, and firearms were legalized in the Republic of Korea.
    

    
      However, because both large and small incidents never ceased, the procedure for civilians to buy firearms became more and more complicated.
    

    
      'Well, not that it's a problem for those bastards.'
    

    
      The gang's hideout had only one entrance.
    

    
      To get inside, I had to go through there.
    

    
      I lifted my head and looked at the second-floor window of the building.
    

    
      That's the place I'm aiming for.
    

    
      'Just like before, I'll climb the wall...'
    

    
      I was about to go to the back of the building but stopped.
    

    
      A faint red laser was spread across the concrete wall.
    

    
      'A security sensor.'
    

    
      Why would a mere gang occupying an industrial complex have such tight security?
    

    
      I knew the reason.
    

    
      'Just you wait.'
    

    
      I aimed the back of my hand at the window.
    

    
      To prevent failure, I set the target point with the VR device in the helmet I was wearing.
    

    
      'Right there.'
    

    
      I pressed the button at the right timing.
    

    
      A wire with a sharp hook shot out and landed precisely on the window frame.
    

    
      As the steel cable retracted, my whole body was lifted into the air.
    

    
      I balanced myself and clung to the window like a spider.
    

    
      Now, all that's left is.
    

    
      I pressed the button on the back of my other hand.
    

    
      The plasma cutter on the back of my hand activated with a brilliant light.
    

    
      With it, I lightly cut the window's lock.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Secretly, and swiftly.
    

    
      I opened the window and entered.
    

    
      "Hey. What are you gonna do if the Boss catches you?"
    

    
      "We can just open the window and smoke in secret."
    

    
      I suddenly came face-to-face with two gang members.
    

    
      The bastards had their heads together, trying to light each other's cigarettes.
    

    
      'Crap.'
    

    
      Did they come up to the second floor to smoke?
    

    
      Of all the times.
    

    
      The gang members dropped the cigarettes from their mouths in bewilderment.
    

    
      "Wh-What the?”
    

    
      "Who the hell are you, you bastard!"
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      I knew instinctively.
    

    
      If my judgment is slow, my life will be in danger.
    

    
      My body moved before I could think too hard.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      I grabbed the bastards' heads with both hands.
    

    
      And then I shook them back and forth violently.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ <Superhuman's Judgment> is activating. ]
    

    
      – Withdrawal: 1,000,000 won.
    

    
      The two gang members, as if on cue, rolled their eyes back and collapsed simultaneously.
    

    
      "Hoo."
    

    
      I let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      It's only in the movies that a chop to the back of the neck can knock someone out.
    

    
      Reality isn't so easy.
    

    
      Just like how a boxer's punch landing on the chin can make someone collapse in an instant.
    

    
      A human can pass out just from having their brain shaken violently.
    

    
      'Of course, it would be impossible for an ordinary person.'
    

    
      Borrowing the power of Super Kid, I had easily subdued the two gang members.
    

    
      I walked past the fallen men and down the long hallway.
    

    
      From the second floor of the prefabricated building, the entire first floor was visible.
    

    
      'There's no one below.'
    

    
      The ones who were guarding the floor below must have been the ones who came up here.
    

    
      Now, this place is entirely my own space.
    

    
      With bolder steps, I reached the end of the hallway.
    

    
      There, a thick iron door was situated, one that didn't fit with the simple building.
    

    
      In the center of the door, a piece of white drawing paper was taped.
    

    
      Unpleasant, blood-red letters that looked like they were written in blood were scrawled across it.
    

    
      [ ENTER AND YOU DIE! ]
    

    
      I ignored it, grabbed the doorknob with one hand, and twisted.
    

    
      CRUNCH!
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ <Superhuman's Judgment> is activating. ]
    

    
      – Withdrawal: 1,000,000 won.
    

    
      [ Awakened's Balance ]
    

    
      : ₩1,066,565,998
    

    
      I put down the iron door I was holding and stepped inside.
    

    
      I fumbled along the wall and turned on the light.
    

    
      An orange fluorescent lamp flickered a couple of times, and then the inside brightened.
    

    
      The scene that unfolded before my eyes was something I had already expected, but the feeling was new.
    

    
      This was the room of the gang's boss.
    

    
      Inside a large fish tank, a human-faced fish with an unpleasant appearance swam around.
    

    
      A saber-toothed tiger's hide was spread on the floor, and a werewolf's head was mounted on the wall as taxidermy.
    

    
      'What awful taste.'
    

    
      Although the shelves were also full of all sorts of luxurious items, I ignored them all and headed for one spot.
    

    
      Behind the desk, a safe was placed conspicuously, as if there was no intention of hiding it.
    

    
      "Found it."
    

    
      Because it had once been a sensational news story, I knew what was inside the safe.
    

    
      Before beginning the thievery in earnest.
    

    
      I unfolded the cape I was wearing around my neck and laid it on the floor.
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      The gang that originally occupied the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex was a small organization.
    

    
      It was when they started getting into distribution that they began to expand their influence and grow in size.
    

    
      I recalled the past, remembering the contents of a news article.
    

    
      << The Chi-do Gang, Busted! >>
    

    
      [The boss of the gang occupying the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex, Cha Chi-do, has been arrested and indicted.
    

    
      The man is accused of smuggling narcotics worth over 800 billion won into South Korea.
    

    
      During the search and seizure process, what was discovered in his room was…]
    

    
      'Well, it was something like that.'
    

    
      It was a long time ago, so I don't remember the finer details.
    

    
      But the item discovered in the gang boss's room shook the world enough to be remembered for generations to come.
    

    
      I grabbed the handle of the safe door and applied force.
    

    
      GRIND.
    

    
      As expected, it was fitted with a special lock, so it didn't open easily.
    

    
      If I were to explode my mana and activate <Superhuman's Judgment>, I could probably force the entire door off.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      'It would be incredibly noisy.'
    

    
      Judging by the model of the safe, it was structured so that the more you tried to force it open, the more securely the lock would fasten.
    

    
      There were still two gang members standing guard outside the door.
    

    
      If I needlessly caused a commotion, it was obvious they would swarm here in an instant.
    

    
      I pressed a button on my helmet and activated the suit's manual.
    

    
      Text appeared in the air in my VR vision.
    

    
      << P1 How to Uze! >>
    

    
      Nite-vizion for when ya can't see at nite.
    

    
      Suck-shun cups on hands for wall climbin'.
    

    
      How to work the wire.
    

    
      ......
    

    
      The interface was a complete mess, as if Kkalkki had built the software himself.
    

    
      'This is no time to be complaining.'
    

    
      I scrolled down and quickly found the part I needed.
    

    
      17. Door Lock Hackin'.
    

    
      This function was for opening locked doors, but I figured it could be used on a safe as well.
    

    
      I took the round hacking device from near my chest and attached it to the safe's dial.
    

    
      BEEP-BOOP-BEEP.
    

    
      The numbers on the mechanical device, which had stuck to it like a magnet, changed rapidly, disabling the safe's secret security system.
    

    
      KA-CHUNK.
    

    
      Immediately after, a heavy sound, like a pistol being loaded, rang out.
    

    
      I grabbed the handle of the safe and pulled.
    

    
      The door swung open without resistance.
    

    
      Inside the safe were numerous glass boxes, each the size of a palm.
    

    
      Inside the glass, which was filled with a clear preservation fluid, were pairs of long ears.
    

    
      These were...
    

    
      'Elf ears.'
    

    
      I had prepared myself, but I felt a wave of nausea.
    

    
      The gang boss, Cha Chi-do, was a collector of non-human body parts.
    

    
      Furthermore, he was a man who felt a thrill from kidnapping elves and personally cutting them up with a sashimi knife.
    

    
      I reached out and took all the glass boxes, placing them on the cape.
    

    
      "This is a confiscation, you psycho bastard."
    

    
      The boxes didn't just contain elf ears.
    

    
      1kg gold bars, bundles of 50,000-won bills, wads of dollars, etc.
    

    
      There was a considerable amount of wealth that could be used immediately.
    

    
      Even at a glance, it amounted to tens of billions of won.
    

    
      How did the boss of a mere gang come to earn this much money?
    

    
      It was because of the system at the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    
      The gang extorted money from the foreign workers' wages every month under the pretext of 'management fees.'
    

    
      The vast sums of money taken in this way were used to line the pockets of the gang boss.
    

    
      "This son of a bitch."
    

    
      I swept up everything I could and placed it on the cape.
    

    
      That's right. This was, by all accounts, thievery.
    

    
      But I don't think it's wrong.
    

    
      There was something the factory president was fond of saying to the employees.
    

    
      "There are plenty of other bastards to do the work even without you!"
    

    
      I have no intention of calling myself a righteous thief.
    

    
      I didn't want to justify my stealing either.
    

    
      It's just that...
    

    
      Kkalkki worked for only half of my salary.
    

    
      He was so frugal that he couldn't even buy a padded jacket, and in the cold winter, he would work wearing several layers of socks.
    

    
      Even so, he often got frostbite.
    

    
      Kkalkki's friend Khan, who worked at the 1st Factory, was once rushed away in an ambulance after inhaling dust from working with a cheap mask.
    

    
      Simply, things like that made me angry.
    

    
      The president's tyranny and the gang's exploitation.
    

    
      To change all of this, someone has to step up.
    

    
      That is a hero.
    

    
      This was my job to do.
    

    
      I grabbed the edges of the large cape and gathered them toward the center.
    

    
      The Dvergr Cloth's effect activated, and the size of the items inside shrank.
    

    
      I fashioned the cape into a bundle, slung it over my back, and tied the knot diagonally across my front.
    

    
      With that, the mission was complete.
    

    
      I left the broken door as it was and exited the room.
    

    
      In the hallway, the two gang members I had taken down were still passed out.
    

    
      If I were to leave through the window now, it would be a perfect crime.
    

    
      I placed my foot on the windowsill and got into position to escape.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      The first-floor door opened, and I heard the presence of people.
    

    
      "Ah. It's a truly beautiful moonlit night."
    

    
      From my position on the second floor, the area below was clearly visible.
    

    
      A man with pale skin and reddish under-eyes entered.
    

    
      A knife scar was etched by the corner of one eye, and the glint coming from his eyes was menacing even from a distance.
    

    
      The moment I saw him, I froze.
    

    
      The gang boss.
    

    
      'Cha Chi-do.'
    

    
      His subordinates followed behind him.
    

    
      "Isn't it? Yeong-cheol-ssi."
    

    
      I saw a familiar face next to Cha Chi-do.
    

    
      It was the gang's second-in-command, the lanky guy.
    

    
      The lanky guy bowed his head low.
    

    
      "...I'm sorry. I intended to stay until the end. But it seems this is as far as my capabilities go."
    

    
      "Ayy! What's there to be sorry about? When you're in an organization, sometimes you get disillusioned, sometimes you want to quit, that's just how it is. Isn't that right?"
    

    
      The lanky guy kept his mouth shut without a word.
    

    
      Looking at the situation, I could easily grasp what was happening.
    

    
      The lanky guy had told me he was going to quit the gang.
    

    
      'He told me to run.'
    

    
      It meant that Cha Chi-do over there was no ordinary madman, and getting entangled with him would lead to no good.
    

    
      It was the final piece of advice he gave me as someone leaving the gang.
    

    
      In any case.
    

    
      Now is the perfect time.
    

    
      While they are leisurely chatting, I can just slip away from here.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      But why?
    

    
      My feet wouldn't move.
    

    
      The lanky guy opened his mouth, his face filled with fear.
    

    
      "I will never speak a word about what happened here. I'll go quietly to the countryside and live as if I were dead."
    

    
      "What happened here?"
    

    
      Cha Chi-do took something out from within his coat.
    

    
      The chillingly sharp blade of a sashimi knife glinted as it reflected the light.
    

    
      "What? What kind of things?"
    

    
      Cha Chi-do moved to a spot where sacks of cement were piled up.
    

    
      "Things like this?"
    

    
      The sashimi knife sank deep into a cement sack.
    

    
      When he pulled the knife out, black powder poured out.
    

    
      That was what they called 'Black Pearl.'
    

    
      Its hallucinogenic effects were dozens of times stronger than the usual stuff, and its addictive symptoms were severe.
    

    
      In a few years, an incident will occur where a group of factory workers die after indiscriminately taking Black Pearl.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do scooped up the black powder that had fallen to the ground with his sashimi knife.
    

    
      "Hoo."
    

    
      The black powder rode the wind and scattered into the air.
    

    
      The gang members who were watching stood as silent as the dead.
    

    
      "Hoo... It's shining particularly black today, isn't it? I wonder if it's because the moonlight is so nice."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do, his eyes now bloodshot, stood before the lanky guy.
    

    
      Looking closely, the gang's formation was strangely divided into two.
    

    
      One group of subordinates stood behind Cha Chi-do.
    

    
      A smaller number stood behind the lanky guy.
    

    
      The two groups faced each other.
    

    
      The lanky guy took a step forward.
    

    
      "I am prepared for the consequences. Please, hit me as much as you'd like. I will leave after properly completing the withdrawal ceremony. But in exchange..."
    

    
      He glanced over his shoulder at the men behind him.
    

    
      "Please, leave my younger brothers alone. This is my last request, Big Hyungnim."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do patted the lanky guy's shoulder.
    

    
      "Ayy. What kind of era do we live in? Why would we do something so old-fashioned like a withdrawal ceremony? Just go."
    

    
      "I-Is that true?"
    

    
      "Of course. But you still have to take responsibility, don't you? For what it's worth, I am the boss. I have my dignity to think of."
    

    
      The lanky guy nodded his head so hard it looked like it might fall off.
    

    
      "If it's money you want, I will give you everything I've saved."
    

    
      Starting with his words.
    

    
      The subordinates behind him added a word or two.
    

    
      "I'll chip in too. But if Yeong-cheol Hyungnim leaves, I'm also quitting the gang.”
    

    
      "Me too! Please let us go, Big Hyungnim!"
    

    
      To any observer, the lanky guy was clearly the eldest.
    

    
      But they all seemed to be terrified of Cha Chi-do.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do guffawed.
    

    
      "Wow! Now that I see it, you all have such strong brotherly love. What's the secret? Yeong-cheol-ssi."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do, who had been all smiles, suddenly stopped laughing.
    

    
      "Alright. Then let's do this."
    

    
      He took his sashimi knife and approached the subordinates standing behind the lanky guy.
    

    
      "Yeong-cheol-ssi, you can just go. Your younger brothers here can take the responsibility for you."
    

    
      SWISH.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the sashimi knife cut through the air.
    

    
      Plop.
    

    
      The ear of one of Ki Yeong-cheol's subordinates fell to the floor.
    

    
      "Kkuaaak!!!"
    

    
      The subordinate let out a belated scream, clutching the side of his head as he rolled on the floor.
    

    
      "Everyone here. Just offer up one side each. Then I'll let you go."
    

    
      Agonized screams and a heavy silence coexisted.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do gestured with his head toward his own subordinates.
    

    
      "What are you all doing? Grab them."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do's side, which had the superior numbers, easily subdued the lanky guy's men.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do could not hide his madness and covered his bursting laughter with his hand.
    

    
      "Let me be clear, I am a merciful man. I'm only taking one side, not both, see? Now, offer it up."
    

    
      The sashimi knife touched the ear of the lanky guy's subordinate.
    

    
      This time, it wasn't a fast cut like before.
    

    
      He began to saw back and forth, slowly, like with a saw.
    

    
      "Uwaaak!!!"
    

    
      "St-Stop it, please!"
    

    
      "Big Hyungnim! Please!! Aaack!!!"
    

    
      ...By the time the ears of the second, third, and fourth men had been cut off.
    

    
      The lanky guy fell to his knees before Cha Chi-do.
    

    
      "I-I was wrong! Big Hyungnim!"
    

    
      The gang's second-in-command trembled, clinging to Cha Chi-do's pant leg.
    

    
      "What was that?"
    

    
      "I was mistaken. Please forgive me! I'll stay in the organization."
    

    
      "Hmmmm."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do tilted his head.
    

    
      "Ayy. That's not it. This isn't such a simple problem. If I stop here, what does that make me? Yeong-cheol-ssi, you've embarrassed me several times today."
    

    
      "Ah, no. That's not it... Ugh!"
    

    
      Cha Chi-do kicked the lanky guy.
    

    
      "Let's make an example. First, one!"
    

    
      He plunged the sashimi knife deep into the chin of the lanky guy's subordinate, from bottom to top.
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      The sashimi knife, having pierced through the jaw, exited through the crown of his head.
    

    
      As he pulled the knife out, blood poured out like a waterfall, and the subordinate collapsed lifelessly.
    

    
      "Ah, ahh..."
    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol, having witnessed his subordinate's death, lost his sanity and shot up from his spot.
    

    
      "You son of a bitch!!!"
    

    
      He lunged at Cha Chi-do, unleashing his unique skill <Twist>, but he stopped dead in his tracks before long.
    

    
      It was because Cha Chi-do had stabbed the lanky guy in the thigh with the knife.
    

    
      "Aish. The same technique for years now. Tsk tsk. Yeong-cheol-ssi, you have ab-so-lutely no growth."
    

    
      With a 
      thwack
      !, he struck the lanky guy's chin with the handle of the sashimi knife.
    

    
      The lanky guy once again fell to his knees.
    

    
      He glared at Cha Chi-do, panting heavily.
    

    
      "...I said I'd take responsibility. So just stop. I said stop!!! You crazy bastard!!!"
    

    
      The lanky guy burst into tears and roared.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do looked down at him and held the sashimi knife with the back of the blade facing out.
    

    
      "Alright. Then you take responsibility, Yeong-cheol-ssi. How? It's simple. You die. How about it? Fair, isn't it?"
    

    
      Why had I just been watching them this whole time?
    

    
      I had already achieved my goal in the first place.
    

    
      The internal strife within the gang had nothing to do with me.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      The lanky guy, his bloodshot eyes streaming with tears, left his final words.
    

    
      "Yeah. Kill me. You son of a bitch. You'll be punished the same way someday."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do opened his mouth with a vicious smile.
    

    
      "Punishment? When? My, I can't wait."
    

    
      Just before the sashimi knife could plunge into the lanky guy's head.
    

    
      I had already finished buying the second hero's ability.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ You have purchased the Hero Speeder's <Infinite Acceleration> ]
    

    
      With a 
      BOOM
      !, I kicked off the floor and descended.
    

    
      From the second floor to the first.
    

    
      A speed that took less than 0.2 seconds.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do couldn't even tell what had happened.
    

    
      He could only stare at me blankly.
    

    
      "Who are you?"
    

    
      "I'm the one who's come to punish you..."
    

    
      I slowly lifted my head, my hand gripping the blade of the sashimi knife.
    

    
      "An apostle of justice.”
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      What is justice?
    

    
      In a comic book, the concept is simple.
    

    
      The hero is good, and the villain is evil.
    

    
      A very simple logic.
    

    
      But reality isn't that simple.
    

    
      Everyone lives with both a good and a bad side, to varying degrees.
    

    
      Unless one is a heinous, atrocious criminal.
    

    
      It's rare to find a person in whom the line between good and evil can be clearly drawn.
    

    
      In my past life, I hired a private Hunter to catch the Villain who had killed my younger brother.
    

    
      I gave him money and begged him to get my revenge.
    

    
      I had commissioned a contract killing.
    

    
      If so, am I also an evil person?
    

    
      Or a good one?
    

    
      The lanky guy was a member of a gang.
    

    
      Judging by his conduct up to now, he was closer to being evil.
    

    
      However, the lanky guy had a minimum of good in him.
    

    
      When our one-on-one duel was over, he cleanly admitted defeat and backed down.
    

    
      I don't know if he repented for his sins, but.
    

    
      He decided to quit the gang and no longer harassed the factory workers.
    

    
      And yet.
    

    
      'Cha Chi-do.'
    

    
      This man standing before me lacked even that minimum of decency.
    

    
      He sucks the blood of the factory workers and cuts off the body parts of people who are of no use to him without a moment's hesitation.
    

    
      From the start, he didn't seem to have the slightest concern for the suffering of others.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do tilted his head.
    

    
      "An apostle of justice, you say?"
    

    
      Although I had burst in unexpectedly.
    

    
      The bastard wasn't particularly flustered.
    

    
      On the contrary, he stared at me with eyes full of curiosity.
    

    
      "If you're an apostle, you're someone who devotes their body to a holy cause. It can also refer to the twelve disciples chosen by Jesus. Peter, Andrew, Jacob, John..."
    

    
      This madman was rambling on leisurely in the middle of this situation.
    

    
      But Cha Chi-do was not a man to be taken lightly.
    

    
      Originally, there were over five gangs in the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    
      At that time, when the various factions were engaged in petty power struggles.
    

    
      The Chi-do Faction appeared.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do unified the gangs in an instant.
    

    
      The factory workers who saw him fight with a sashimi knife never dared to challenge the gang again.
    

    
      Because Cha Chi-do was a bastard who enjoyed the act of killing itself, rather than just fighting.
    

    
      "...and finally, the traitor Judas. What kind of apostle are you?"
    

    
      I still don't know what justice is.
    

    
      But for now, the standard I've set for myself is this.
    

    
      "I'm the kind of apostle that hunts down and beats the shit out of bastards like you."
    

    
      There's no point in dragging this out.
    

    
      I'll end it in one blow.
    

    
      I gripped the sashimi knife and raised my other fist to use <Superhuman's Judgment>.
    

    
      FWASH!
    

    
      In an instant, Cha Chi-do created distance between us.
    

    
      The sashimi knife that had been in my hand was now retrieved by Cha Chi-do.
    

    
      'I missed.'
    

    
      I looked down and saw one knife slash on my palm, and two more near my wrist.
    

    
      If I hadn't been wearing the suit, my wrist would have been severed.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      This is dangerous.
    

    
      If I look away for even a moment, that bastard will collect a part of my body, too.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do pointed to the scar by his eye with the tip of the sashimi knife.
    

    
      "Hoh. That armor. It's quite sturdy."
    

    
      The bastard smiled viciously and continued.
    

    
      "I was trying to sever your artery."
    

    
      The lanky guy, with a bewildered expression, was still kneeling as he looked up at me.
    

    
      I looked at him and said.
    

    
      "Hey. Get up."
    

    
      Belatedly, the lanky guy got to his feet, limping on one leg.
    

    
      "...Who are you?"
    

    
      I'm wearing an armored suit and have my face covered, so he probably doesn't recognize me.
    

    
      "Why are you saving me?"
    

    
      Right, why am I?
    

    
      No one asked me to, yet I jumped into a gang fight.
    

    
      Having died once and returned to the past, there's something I've come to realize.
    

    
      Whether someone is a bad person or a good person, it's all the same.
    

    
      All humans make mistakes.
    

    
      Just as I am living my second life and correcting my mistakes one by one.
    

    
      I wanted to give the lanky guy a chance.
    

    
      Unlike Cha Chi-do, I could see a hope of rehabilitation in this man.
    

    
      "Because I hate the sight of a grown man sniveling."
    

    
      "...What?"
    

    
      I glanced at the blood-soaked ears lying on the floor.
    

    
      "Hurry up and pick these up."
    

    
      When you work in a factory, getting your fingers cut or severed, just like what happened to Kkalkki, is a common occurrence.
    

    
      If a part of your body is severed, you have to retrieve that part.
    

    
      It's common sense, but when you're in a panic, you tend to forget even that.
    

    
      The golden time is crucial for reattaching a severed body part.
    

    
      "You have to reattach your subordinates' ears, don't you?"
    

    
      The lanky guy swallowed hard, then finally nodded.
    

    
      "...Thank you. Lads, hurry up!"
    

    
      "Yes, Hyungnim!"
    

    
      His subordinates picked up the fallen items while putting pressure on their own bleeding ears.
    

    
      The lanky guy turned back towards me.
    

    
      "What are you going to do?"
    

    
      Now what's left is...
    

    
      I left the lanky guy and his subordinates behind me and walked forward.
    

    
      "Wait. I'll be back after I take care of that pasty bastard."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do shrugged his shoulders.
    

    
      "Indeed, you are an apostle of justice. To think you would try to fight all of us alone. Reckless—no, very brave of you."
    

    
      "Us? Cut the bullshit. You come out alone. I'll peel that pasty skin right off of you."
    

    
      "Ooh. How scary!"
    

    
      Cha Chi-do cowered and feigned being scared.
    

    
      The bastard hid behind a fat subordinate and peeked his head out.
    

    
      "By the looks of it, you're an Awakened."
    

    
      The closer I got, the further Cha Chi-do backed away.
    

    
      I had naturally assumed we would fight one-on-one, but.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do flicked his sashimi knife in the air and gestured with his chin toward his subordinates.
    

    
      "Let's see what you've got."
    

    
      His underlings began to slowly close in on me.
    

    
      I thought for a moment.
    

    
      My Awakened Talent is Purchase.
    

    
      It was the ability to buy skills of comic book heroes and replicate them in reality.
    

    
      It was an ability that worked against most powerful opponents, but it had clear limitations.
    

    
      'I can't use it infinitely.'
    

    
      I sized up the number of enemies with my eyes.
    

    
      '...Nineteen, twenty, twenty-three.'
    

    
      Even if I only used <Superhuman's Judgment> once on each of them, that's 23 million won.
    

    
      'Expensive.'
    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, it was inefficient from a cost perspective.
    

    
      If that's the case.
    

    
      'Should I use that?'
    

    
      A secret weapon came to mind.
    

    
      <Superhuman's Judgment (Special)> Vouchers: <10/0>
    

    
      I still had the special move I received as a reward last time.
    

    
      As I hesitated, three of Cha Chi-do's subordinates charged straight at me.
    

    
      'Let's test it.'
    

    
      I clicked it and then threw my fist.
    

    
      Immediately, a notification rang in my ear.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ <Superhuman's Judgment (Special)> is activating ]
    

    
      Mana erupted, and the three men who were charging at me were sent flying like tattered rags.
    

    
      "Kkeueuk!"
    

    
      "Ugh!"
    

    
      "Eueuk!!"
    

    
      It was a wide-area attack, as if mana had been fired from my fist like a shotgun.
    

    
      '...This is incredible.'
    

    
      Cha Chi-do, who had been watching, opened his mouth in an exaggerated gesture.
    

    
      "Wow! Apostle of Justice-ssi. You're pretty good."
    

    
      The bastards who were hit by the mana shotgun writhed on the ground.
    

    
      [ <Superhuman's Judgment (Special)> Vouchers: <10/1> ]
    

    
      '9 uses left.'
    

    
      Cha Chi-do issued a new order.
    

    
      "Everyone, draw your weapons."
    

    
      At his single command, his subordinates moved in perfect unison.
    

    
      They each drew Bowie knives, axes, and long machetes.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do put his subordinates in front of him and sat down on a cement sack as if watching a fire from across the river.
    

    
      The bastard pointed at me with the tip of his sashimi knife.
    

    
      "I'll give a gift to the person who cuts off the head in that purple helmet and brings it to me."
    

    
      His subordinates surrounded me in a circle, tightening the encirclement.
    

    
      Have I ever in my life fought this many people at once?
    

    
      My throat went dry with tension, and the sound of my heartbeat pounded in my ears.
    

    
      A sticky killing intent was transmitted through the air to my skin.
    

    
      Am I afraid?
    

    
      I wonder.
    

    
      I can't say that I'm not at all, but.
    

    
      The honest feeling I have right now is...
    

    
      'I finally feel like I'm alive.'
    

    
      Ever since I was reincarnated, I sometimes felt like I was dreaming.
    

    
      But now, placed in a life-or-death crisis, reality felt vivid.
    

    
      'That's right. A one-versus-many fight is essential for a hero.'
    

    
      Therefore, this is not a trial.
    

    
      It is simply a necessary story for the protagonist.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do gave a signal to his subordinates.
    

    
      "Go kill him."
    

    
      His subordinates answered with a powerful cry.
    

    
      "Yes! Big Hyungnim!"
    

    
      "Lads, get him!"
    

    
      From the front, both sides, and from behind...
    

    
      The bastards charged from all directions.
    

    
      I focused mana in both hands and unleashed it on my right and left sides in succession.
    

    
      BOOM! BA-BA-BOOM!!!
    

    
      As <Superhuman's Judgment (Special)> activated spectacularly, the enemies were sent flying.
    

    
      "Th-This is...!"
    

    
      "What the hell is that!"
    

    
      "...A bomb?"
    

    
      Riding the momentum, I lifted my right foot and kicked the bastard in front of me.
    

    
      There was no need to only face the enemies with the 'Special'.
    

    
      I appropriately mixed in my own base strength, using normal punches and kicks.
    

    
      And whenever it seemed like several opponents were rushing me, I would boldly use another shot.
    

    
      KABOOM!!!
    

    
      A fiery roar echoed out as the mana shotgun exploded.
    

    
      This time, a whopping 5 people collapsed at once.
    

    
      The upgraded Super Kid's ability truly shone in a one-versus-many battle.
    

    
      At this point, the fight was on the level of a professional fighter versus a group of preschoolers.
    

    
      There was nothing holding me back anymore.
    

    
      I ran wild as if I'd become a madman.
    

    
      "...Ugh."
    

    
      "Aahh."
    

    
      "Kkeueuk.”
    

    
      Cha Chi-do's subordinates rolled on the ground.
    

    
      The weapons they had been holding were scattered here and there, rendered useless.
    

    
      'One, two, three...'
    

    
      Of the more than twenty subordinates Cha Chi-do had, only four remained.
    

    
      Even the ones left had lost their will to fight and didn't dare rush at me recklessly.
    

    
      The subordinates, like children looking for their mother, glanced around and backed away toward Cha Chi-do.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do, who had been sitting on the cement sack, let out a long sigh.
    

    
      "Hah. There's no one useful here. To think Yeong-cheol-ssi was the sharpest one all this time..."
    

    
      Before Cha Chi-do could finish his sentence, I sprinted.
    

    
      'I'm done dealing with the small fry.'
    

    
      I rushed at Cha Chi-do to take down the final boss.
    

    
      Just like when I had shattered Big Lava.
    

    
      The moment I tried to slam my fist into the bastard's face with all my might.
    

    
      "Hup! Come over here."
    

    
      Cha Chi-do grabbed a subordinate by the neck and pulled him in.
    

    
      And then he put him in front as a shield.
    

    
      "...Big Hyungnim?"
    

    
      The cement sack burst, and the Black Pearl powder inside scattered.
    

    
      The drug poured down like rain, and slowly, the forms of two people were revealed.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do, having used his subordinate as a human shield, was unharmed.
    

    
      However, the subordinate caught in his hand had his clothes torn to shreds and was knocked out standing.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do took advantage of the confusion to shove his sashimi knife into my side.
    

    
      It was a perfect gap between the plates of my armor.
    

    
      A chilling sensation ran through me, and the hair on my head stood on end.
    

    
      "Keuk!"
    

    
      I clutched the area around my ribs and staggered.
    

    
      In an instant, warm, thick blood filled my hand.
    

    
      "So close! It was a little shallow. I was trying to stab deeper."
    

    
      I grit my teeth as I looked at Cha Chi-do, who was fooling around innocently.
    

    
      "Hup. Thanks for the use!"
    

    
      Cha Chi-do carelessly tossed aside the subordinate he had used for defense.
    

    
      My eyes fell on the face of the man who was rolling on the ground, a bloody pulp.
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      I already knew.
    

    
      I knew that Cha Chi-do was the type of bastard to treat humans like tools.
    

    
      But why am I so angry?
    

    
      Cha Chi-do approached me, twirling his sashimi knife.
    

    
      "Does it hurt? I wonder what kind of face you're making inside that helmet? I'm so curious I can't stand it."
    

    
      I had been thinking about this the wrong way.
    

    
      I've been too concerned with cost-effectiveness.
    

    
      There was no need to spare any expense when it came to defeating a villain.
    

    
      I summoned the blue window and boldly clicked on the second hero skill once again.
    

    
      Ding.
    

    
      [ Purchasing the Speeder's <Infinite Acceleration> ]
    

    
      Like a short-distance runner, I lowered my body and put my center of gravity forward.
    

    
      With that, I was ready to shoot forward at any moment.
    

    
      "Hmmm?"
    

    
      Cha Chi-do tilted his head to one side.
    

    
      "What are you doing? Are you trying to run away?"
    

    
      I stared at Cha Chi-do as if looking at the end of a marathon track and said.
    

    
      "Don't worry."
    

    
      From Super Kid to Speeder.
    

    
      "Because this won't end until one of us is dead."
    

    
      As the hero was swapped, the rhythm of the mana flowing through my entire body changed to something much more nimble.
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      The violent gang that had occupied the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    

    
      The boss of the Chido Faction, Cha Chi-do.
    

    

    
      He had been born the son of a prostitute, and in his teens he stabbed someone with a knife and was admitted to juvenile detention.
    

    

    
      Juvenile detention had been hell.
    

    

    
      The cell leader, a former judo athlete, beat Cha Chi-do every single day while the guards turned a blind eye.
    

    

    
      Since when had it started?
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do had suffered from a terrible ringing in his ears.
    

    

    
      Beee……
    

    

    
      Tormented by the strange sound coming from somewhere, Cha Chi-do had groaned every night and pulled the blanket over his head.
    

    

    
      “This son of a bitch! Shut up!”
    

    

    
      The cell leader mercilessly trampled Cha Chi-do.
    

    

    
      Unable to endure any longer, Cha Chi-do stabbed the leader in the neck with the snapped-off end of a toothbrush.
    

    

    
      “Keuk. K-keheuk…….”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do climbed on top of the cell leader, who had collapsed clutching his throat.
    

    

    
      Then he ruthlessly tore off the leader’s ear.
    

    

    
      A desperate scream rang through the prison.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do quietly looked down at the ear lying in his palm.
    

    

    
      The blood-soaked dumpling-shaped ear had an odd appearance unlike that of an ordinary person. When he fiddled with it, strangely, the ringing in his ears lessened and then stopped altogether.
    

    

    
      It had started from then.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do had become obsessively fixated on ears.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Apostle of Justice.”
    

    

    
      He spoke as he looked at the man wearing a purple helmet standing before him.
    

    

    
      “How are your ears shaped?”
    

    

    
      The other man made no particular reply.
    

    

    
      He simply gathered mana and focused his mind.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew Cha Chi-do as a psychopathic murderer.
    

    

    
      But there was no doubt about his skill.
    

    

    
      Which was why Cha Chi-do grew even more tense.
    

    

    
      ‘……The atmosphere changed.’
    

    

    
      When he attacked with his fists, the guy’s impression had been so straightforward it was boring.
    

    

    
      But now—how should he put it.
    

    

    
      ‘He suddenly feels lively. Like he could dart anywhere at any moment.’
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do loathed situations that became unpredictable.
    

    

    
      ‘First shake him up. If I see an opening, I’ll kill him instantly.’
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do forced himself to relax and smiled.
    

    
      Then he scratched the scar beside his eye with the tip of his sashimi knife.
    

    

    
      “This scar here. Do you know who gave it to me?”
    

    

    
      He tightened his grip on the sashimi knife he had been holding loosely.
    

    

    
      The knife he held looked like an ordinary sashimi blade at a glance, but in truth it was a cursed blade passed down through a demon clan.
    

    

    
      Its dazzlingly white blade and plastic-like lightness were its defining traits.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do’s talent was [Swift Step].
    

    

    
      A speed type that moved rapidly, and his specialty was the Instant-Kill Spike—an instant-kill drill that pierced like an awl at near-sonic speed.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do took a step forward.
    

    

    
      “There was a police officer who came to arrest me. He’d been specially recruited as an A-rank Hunter—a fairly skilled and promising young man.”
    

    

    
      A ferocious aura poured out of Cha Chi-do’s body.
    

    
      Ominous mana flashed from the sashimi knife.
    

    

    
      “That man injured me, and I got really mad. Do you know what I did?”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do gave a fishy grin.
    

    

    
      “I dissected the man’s organs and sent them to his family.”
    

    

    
      He didn’t forget to watch the other’s reaction as he provoked him.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Purple Helmet. Do you have any family? Before you die, at least tell me the address. I’ll have the organs delivered by courier.”
    

    

    
      At the word ‘family,’ the man reacted.
    

    
      He faltered and lifted his gaze.
    

    

    
      The area under his helmet fully revealed his neck.
    

    

    
      ‘Now.’
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do charged at his opponent.
    

    

    
      ‘Farewell!’
    

    

    
      He unleashed the Instant-Kill Spike, stabbing precisely twice.
    

    

    
      Papak.
    

    

    
      But Cha Chi-do sensed something was wrong.
    

    

    
      The tip of his blade hadn’t even grazed the man.
    

    

    
      ‘He dodged?’
    

    

    
      He grabbed the sashimi knife that had sliced empty air and staggered to regain his balance.
    

    

    
      The man in the purple helmet slowly turned his head.
    

    

    
      Was it a coincidence?
    

    

    
      Impossible.
    

    

    
      The Instant-Kill Spike had never once failed—until now.
    

    

    
      Then that meant—
    

    

    
      ‘……He’s faster than me? Nonsense.’
    

    

    
      A voice flowed out from inside the helmet.
    

    

    
      “An address? Sure, I’ll tell you. Write it down. Seoul, Eunpyeong District…….”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do ground his teeth.
    

    

    
      “Swift Step — Abyssal Drop!!!”
    

    

    
      Excited, he thrust out the sashimi knife.
    

    

    
      Pabababak!!!!!!!
    

    

    
      No fewer than a thousand thrusts rained down in a relentless barrage.
    

    

    
      After about two or three seconds—
    

    

    
      “Haa, h-heuk!!!”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do gasped, out of his wits, panting harshly.
    

    

    
      He had executed an all-or-nothing ultimate strike, pouring his entire body’s mana into extreme concentration.
    

    

    
      But the enemy didn’t have so much as a scratch.
    

    

    
      “Swift what?”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he was pretending to be relaxed.
    

    
      He was utterly calm.
    

    

    
      “Delivering chicken or something?”
    

    

    
      With those words—
    

    

    
      The purple-helmeted figure vanished.
    

    

    
      Far too fast for the eye to track.
    

    

    
      “I’ll do the same to you.”
    

    

    
      A faint voice brushed his ear.
    

    

    
      “Judgment of Courage.”
    

    

    
      With a crack, Cha Chi-do’s jaw twisted.
    

    

    
      His front teeth clattered out of his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Guhk.”
    

    

    
      The man casually plucked Cha Chi-do’s fang embedded in his glove.
    

    

    
      “That thing just now—that’s my name. Remember it. Not that you’ll live long anyway.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Blood streamed from under Cha Chi-do’s chin as his hair stood on end.
    

    

    
      The smile vanished from his lips and fear slowly spread across his face.
    

    

    
      Beee…….
    

    

    
      The nightmarish ringing that had tormented him as a child rose up again.
    

    

    
      “Kkyaaa!!!”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do screamed as he clutched his ears.
    

    

    
      “Shut up!!! Shut the hell up!!!”
    

    

    
      The bastard thrashed as if possessed, losing his sanity.
    

    

    
      ‘Serves you right.’
    

    

    
      It was now certain.
    

    

    
      Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration> surpassed Cha Chi-do’s speed.
    

    

    
      No, it overwhelmed it.
    

    

    
      To personally experience the powers of the hero he had admired—
    

    

    
      It felt like he had stepped into a comic book.
    

    

    
      “Shiibal!”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do pounded his own temples as if trying to crush some cockroach crawling in his ears.
    

    

    
      He was by no means weak.
    

    

    
      Had the aura of Speeder not been dwelling in me, my entire body would have been riddled with holes by now.
    

    

    
      That was how astonishing <Infinite Acceleration> was.
    

    

    
      ‘Good thing I could see the blade aiming for my neck moving slowly.’
    

    

    
      When I used <Infinite Acceleration>, I could act freely within my own timescale.
    

    

    
      ‘At this level of speed…….’
    

    

    
      I roughly calculated it in my head, but I couldn’t make an estimate.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do panted and shouted toward the door.
    

    

    
      “Hey! You two outside! Get your asses in here!!”
    

    

    
      He no longer used honorifics with his subordinates.
    

    

    
      Soon the door opened and the two men who had been acting as security entered.
    

    

    
      Each of them had something slung over one shoulder.
    

    

    
      ‘……A submachine gun.’
    

    

    
      It was the weapon I had seen when they first entered.
    

    

    
      I hadn’t expected them to actually use it.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do pointed at me.
    

    

    
      “That bastard. Spray him!”
    

    

    
      His missing front teeth made his pronunciation whistle.
    

    

    
      It was a comical situation, but I couldn’t laugh.
    

    

    
      The lanky guy behind me and his subordinates flinched and retreated.
    

    

    
      With Speeder’s speed, bullets didn’t scare me.
    

    

    
      ‘I can easily dodge them.’
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      ‘If I just avoid them like this, the lanky guy and his people will be in danger.’
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do’s subordinates looked bewildered.
    

    

    
      “Huh? Boss, right now? Really fire?”
    

    
      “You wanna die too? Hurry!!!”
    

    
      “Y-yes. Just a moment. I need to disengage the safety fir—guk!”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do’s sashimi knife pierced his subordinate’s neck.
    

    

    
      He had no patience to wait for a clumsy underling.
    

    

    
      The stabbed subordinate collapsed, spraying blood.
    

    

    
      The remaining subordinate jolted in fright and raised his gun.
    

    

    
      “R-ready!”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do ordered the rest of his men.
    

    

    
      “All of you, go grab that bastard.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “If you don’t wanna die by my hands, do as I say!!!”
    

    

    
      His men reluctantly crept toward me.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do snatched the submachine gun from the fallen subordinate on the floor.
    

    

    
      He aimed it at me.
    

    

    
      “Good. Let’s see just how fast you are.”
    

    

    
      Before he pulled the trigger—
    

    

    
      I had already finished the action I needed to take.
    

    

    
      Ttirong.
    

    

    
      Purchasing Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration>.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s go.’
    

    

    
      I kicked off the ground and sprang forward.
    

    

    
      Mana swept through my body and condensed into one leg.
    

    

    
      It was only a single step.
    

    

    
      And then a breathtaking sight unfolded.
    

    

    
      Kwooo……
    

    

    
      The bullets fired from Cha Chi-do’s submachine gun spewed sparks as they drifted slowly toward me.
    

    

    
      One guy was rushing at me with an axe raised, and the spit flying from his mouth hovered in midair like droplets.
    

    

    
      The fat guy swinging his machete sideways made the flab under his chin jiggle excessively.
    

    

    
      ‘Magnificent.’
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do’s subordinates moved in slow motion like something out of a movie.
    

    

    
      It was a signature scene possible only with Speeder’s specialty—hyper-speed movement.
    

    

    
      With this, the tide had turned.
    

    

    
      Someone once asked Einstein to explain relativity easily, and he said:
    

    

    
      “Time spent with a beautiful woman feels like one minute, and time spent on a hot stove feels like an hour.”
    

    

    
      Exactly.
    

    

    
      I now experienced time differently from them.
    

    

    
      “Uoooh……!”
    

    
      “Uuuh!!!”
    

    

    
      I drove a punch equally into each of their jaws as they made strange, drawn-out noises.
    

    

    
      There was no need to use <Judgment of the Superhuman>.
    

    

    
      A punch thrown while moving at such incredible speed carried weight on its own.
    

    

    
      Whish, whish, whish!
    

    

    
      I performed quite a few actions, yet the bullets fired by the subordinate near Cha Chi-do didn’t even graze me.
    

    

    
      I picked up a machete that had fallen to the floor and hurled it.
    

    

    
      Whoosh. Whiiing……
    

    

    
      The long blade flew toward the subordinate carrying the submachine gun.
    

    

    
      At that trajectory, he would be struck by the blade and collapse before he could even fire.
    

    

    
      All that remained now was—
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do, who was indiscriminately firing his submachine gun.
    

    

    
      Thunk. Thunk. Thooooong……!
    

    

    
      The golden bullets drifted through the air as they approached me.
    

    

    
      I grabbed one of Cha Chi-do’s fallen subordinates from the floor.
    

    

    
      Then I hurled the body toward him.
    

    

    
      The corpse became a shield against the bullets and flew at Cha Chi-do.
    

    

    
      Unlike when he ran around with the sashimi knife, Cha Chi-do didn’t react in time while firing the gun.
    

    

    
      To abandon his specialty and choose another weapon—
    

    

    
      ‘Foolish.’
    

    

    
      Pabababababack!!!!
    

    

    
      When time returned to normal, everyone including Cha Chi-do collapsed simultaneously.
    

    

    
      To their eyes, it must have happened in the blink of an instant.
    

    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do, who had fallen backward, tried to get up, but I was already on top of him.
    

    

    
      In my hand was his primary weapon—the sashimi knife.
    

    

    
      Puk!
    

    

    
      I stabbed the blade into his thigh.
    

    

    
      I deliberately didn’t use <Infinite Acceleration>.
    

    

    
      I wanted to give him hell as slowly as possible.
    

    

    
      The way to make someone understand another’s pain was simple.
    

    

    
      “You feel it too.”
    

    

    
      Puk! Puuuk!! Pukpukpuk!!!
    

    

    
      “Gaaaak! Kkyaaaak!”
    

    

    
      I drove the sashimi into both of his thighs without rest.
    

    

    
      By the time Cha Chi-do’s thighs were shredded—
    

    

    
      “……Heh, hehehe.”
    

    

    
      He giggled like a madman and clutched my pants leg.
    

    

    
      “You. Ever killed someone before?”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he felt no pain.
    

    
      Cha Chi-do’s face was drenched in cold sweat as if consumed by madness.
    

    

    
      “Heheh. You’re scared, aren’t you. You can’t quite bring yourself to kill me. You’re afraid of finishing it. Right?”
    

    

    
      His creepy grin made goosebumps run down my whole body.
    

    

    
      I shook him off and stood, gripping the sashimi.
    

    

    
      Everyone held their breath as they looked my way.
    

    

    
      Especially the lanky guy—his eyes were bloodshot with vengeance.
    

    

    
      I tossed the sashimi in front of him.
    

    

    
      Clang.
    

    

    
      He understood instantly what that meant.
    

    

    
      He picked up the sashimi and walked toward me.
    

    

    
      When I stepped aside, the lanky guy brushed past me.
    

    

    
      A death rattle echoed behind my back.
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      In truth, Cha Chi-do was right.
    

    

    
      I had never killed anyone in my life.
    

    

    
      Perhaps that bastard had seen right through me.
    

    

    
      Was I afraid of killing?
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I couldn’t be sure.
    

    

    
      Had I stabbed that poor bastard’s thigh out of some twisted desire to share my pain with him?
    

    

    
      Or was it because I lacked the courage to stab his throat?
    

    

    
      At that moment, I didn’t know.
    

    

    
      Among comic book heroes, there were those who pursued non-lethality.
    

    

    
      They refrained from using firearms and favored long-range weapons like shurikens.
    

    

    
      No matter how evil their enemies were, they tried to uphold justice without ever taking a life.
    

    

    
      And what about the hero I admired—Jin Shark?
    

    

    
      He stood on the opposite end of that spectrum.
    

    

    
      He believed that those who had done evil in the past could never be forgiven.
    

    

    
      If even the faintest scent of wickedness lingered, he would mercilessly kill without hesitation.
    

    

    
      I stood at a crossroads.
    

    

    
      The choice was mine alone.
    

    

    
      Whether I killed or didn’t kill—
    

    

    
      Today wasn’t the day to make that decision.
    

    

    
      But someday, that day would surely come.
    

    

    
      And when it did, I would have to choose.
    

    

    
      What kind of hero I would become.
    

    

    
      When I turned my head, Kkalkki was pulling the sashimi knife from Cha Chi-do’s heart.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do’s pupils had already lost their light.
    

    

    
      It was a miserable end for the violent gang boss who had spent his life in evil deeds.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki approached me, still holding the sashimi knife.
    

    

    
      His face was smeared with blood as he held the blade out to me.
    

    

    
      “Well used.”
    

    

    
      He had avenged himself on Cha Chi-do, who had killed his men—
    

    

    
      Yet, his expression somehow looked sorrowful.
    

    

    
      I looked down at the gleaming white dagger in my hand.
    

    

    
      Since the sashimi knife belonged to the demon clan, it would surely prove useful.
    

    

    
      If I brought it to Kkalkki, it might be reborn as a new weapon.
    

    

    
      I tucked the sashimi knife into the pocket on my suit’s thigh.
    

    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    

    
      The subordinates who had collapsed on the floor began to groan and slowly rise.
    

    

    
      They had witnessed their boss’s death and lost all will to fight.
    

    

    
      One by one, they knelt before Kkalkki and cried out.
    

    

    
      “S-sorry, boss!”
    

    

    
      “The big boss ordered us—we had no choice!”
    

    

    
      “You know how it is… we were scared too…”
    

    

    
      With Kkalkki’s announcement of leaving the organization, the Chido Clan split into two factions.
    

    

    
      One followed Cha Chi-do, the other Kkalkki.
    

    

    
      And now, with one side completely crushed,
    

    

    
      Kkalkki looked at me.
    

    

    
      “What should we do now? Will you let us go? Or…”
    

    

    
      He swallowed hard.
    

    

    
      “Are you going to kill us too?”
    

    

    
      In the lawless zone that was the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex, strength symbolized authority.
    

    

    
      Just as I had done with Cha Chi-do,
    

    

    
      if I wished, I could wipe them all out.
    

    

    
      The gang would vanish forever in a single night.
    

    

    
      “For now.”
    

    

    
      But that wasn’t what I wanted.
    

    

    
      “Put the ones with cut ears in taxis and send them off.”
    

    

    
      If we didn’t miss the golden hour, their severed ears could still be reattached.
    

    

    
      As soon as I spoke,
    

    

    
      Kkalkki gave his men a nod of command.
    

    

    
      Blood poured from his thigh, but he stayed standing until the end.
    

    

    
      Now only Kkalkki and the remaining men were left.
    

    

    
      “What should we…”
    

    

    
      “Bring the hydrochloric acid.”
    

    

    
      Everyone gasped at my order.
    

    

    
      Hydrochloric acid was a common item in the complex—
    

    

    
      used for cleaning metal surfaces, preventing corrosion, and neutralization.
    

    

    
      However, to a gang, the hydrochloric acid stored in those large plastic drums had another meaning entirely.
    

    

    
      When Cha Chi-do had been arrested, it was revealed that, besides collecting elf ears,
    

    

    
      he had committed another grotesque act—
    

    

    
      he had dissolved the bodies of rival gang members in vats of acid.
    

    

    
      To a gangster, being told to “bring the acid” had only two meanings.
    

    

    
      Either someone was going in, or they were.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki watched the men with severed ears leave, then nodded.
    

    

    
      “Understood. I’ll bring it.”
    

    

    
      A moment later, a few subordinates rolled in a large blue plastic drum.
    

    

    
      It was big enough to fit a full-grown man with room to spare.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki and his men avoided my gaze, waiting for their sentence.
    

    

    
      They had lived under a boss who casually cut off ears and killed as easily as breathing.
    

    

    
      Naturally, they were all terrified.
    

    

    
      “Open the lid.”
    

    

    
      When they opened the drum, the transparent liquid inside sloshed.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t a single person present who didn’t know how dangerous that substance was.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki stepped forward.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      He lowered his head deeply, as if repenting for his past crimes.
    

    

    
      “If it’s all the same to you, could we end it with me? I know we’re bad people, but…”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki bit his lip hard.
    

    

    
      His eyes grew moist, his voice trembling.
    

    

    
      “I don’t want to die as a villain for the rest of my life. At least… give them a chance. Please.”
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      I had spared Kkalkki precisely to give him that one last chance.
    

    

    
      “Lift your head. A grown man crying at every turn—pathetic.”
    

    

    
      At my words, Kkalkki slowly raised his head.
    

    

    
      “Bring that over.”
    

    

    
      The place I pointed with my index finger wasn’t at Kkalkki, nor his men.
    

    

    
      It was the side where the cement bags were piled up.
    

    

    
      “Pour all of it in here.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Kkalkki realize my intention.
    

    

    
      “...Guys. Let’s hurry up.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, boss!”
    

    

    
      The subordinates slung the cement bags over their shoulders and came closer.
    

    
      Just before they poured the contents into the large plastic drum, they suddenly froze.
    

    

    
      They glanced at me nervously and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Are we really pouring this?”
    

    

    
      “This stuff’s worth a fortune…”
    

    

    
      Inside those cement bags was a new type of drug—Black Pearl.
    

    

    
      By value, it was worth billions.
    

    

    
      If distributed throughout the industrial complex,
    

    
      and smuggled outside,
    

    

    
      ‘I’d become filthy rich in an instant.’
    

    

    
      I could finally bid farewell to that wretched poverty that had haunted me all my previous life.
    

    

    
      ‘Not that I intend to.’
    

    

    
      In my past life, I had seen with my own eyes what became of the laborers who inhaled Black Pearl.
    

    

    
      My resolve remained unchanged.
    

    

    
      “Pour it in. Before I throw you in with it.”
    

    

    
      “Y-yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      The black powder was dumped into the hydrochloric acid.
    

    

    
      Bubbles foamed violently on the surface as the liquid in the drum devoured the demonic substance.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki silently watched as smoke began to rise.
    

    

    
      Once all the work was done,
    

    

    
      I pointed at the corpses, including Cha Chi-do’s.
    

    

    
      “Bury them in the back mountain later.”
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      “You said you’re quitting the organization?”
    

    

    
      “...Yeah. I was planning to leave it all behind and live quietly on a farm back home. At least until tonight happened.”
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do had killed not only Kkalkki’s men but even his own.
    

    

    
      It had been a night of pure madness, drenched in blood.
    

    

    
      “So, are you still planning to go back home?”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki straightened his back.
    

    

    
      “You saved me and my brothers’ lives. We’ll do as you say.”
    

    

    
      In the eyes of the men behind him, I saw determination.
    

    

    
      Half of them had followed Cha Chi-do out of fear.
    

    

    
      The other half truly trusted Kkalkki.
    

    

    
      “Good. You’ll stay here. You’ll never leave this place again. This industrial complex will be both your prison and your grave.”
    

    

    
      I had no intention of glorifying bad men. They had to pay for their crimes.
    

    

    
      And how would they atone?
    

    

    
      “From now on, you’ll protect the factory workers. You’re not a gang anymore—you’re a Guardian Squad.”
    

    

    
      Guardian Squad.
    

    

    
      The name might sound childish at first, but it was exactly what the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex needed.
    

    

    
      Who was the most dangerous force in this place?
    

    

    
      Not the monsters that crawled out of gates.
    

    

    
      Not the other races who opposed humanity.
    

    

    
      It was the humans themselves—those who sought to seize control of the complex anew.
    

    

    
      After Cha Chi-do was captured by the prosecutors,
    

    
      a new power emerged to fill the void.
    

    

    
      In comic books, evil was eradicated by heroes.
    

    

    
      But reality was different.
    

    

    
      When one evil disappeared, another would always take its place.
    

    

    
      Perhaps humanity itself was the root of evil.
    

    

    
      Then what would I do?
    

    

    
      I’d deal with the evil right in front of me, one by one.
    

    

    
      At the very least, I’d make sure neither I nor those around me would suffer.
    

    

    
      That was my own duty—to create a slightly better world.
    

    

    
      “Guardian Squad? What’s that?”
    

    

    
      “Just what it sounds like. You’ll train your bodies, build strength. Be ready to fight anytime. Recruit smart and strong men if you want.”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki trailed off.
    

    

    
      To grow stronger and expand their power—
    

    

    
      It sounded like something out of a martial arts novel.
    

    

    
      I could guess what he wanted to say next.
    

    

    
      “Then how are we supposed to make a living?”
    

    
      “You’ve been leeching off others’ backs long enough. Now, earn it fair and square.”
    

    

    
      The Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex was overflowing with work—from Factory 1 to Factory 9.
    

    

    
      Until now, Cha Chi-do had exploited them through unfair means.
    

    

    
      But now, a fair working environment had finally been established.
    

    

    
      “These guys have no skills. The only thing they know how to do is…”
    

    

    
      I lightly kicked the nearby plastic drum.
    

    

    
      The liquid inside sloshed, some splashing over the edge.
    

    

    
      “If you don’t like it, you can take turns going in there.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Realizing one’s sins and living a better life was never easy.
    

    

    
      They had only two choices.
    

    

    
      Live forever as trash.
    

    
      Or reform.
    

    

    
      “If you don’t even have the guts for that, you might as well die right here.”
    

    

    
      At my provocative words, Kkalkki didn’t argue further.
    

    

    
      “Got it. We’ll do that.”
    

    

    
      “What’s your name?”
    

    

    
      “Ki Yeong-cheol.”
    

    

    
      “Then you’ll be the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad.”
    

    

    
      “What? At least change the name of the group…”
    

    

    
      “Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki sighed and turned around.
    

    

    
      He shouted to his men.
    

    

    
      “As of today, the Chido Clan is dissolved! From now on, we’re the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, boss!”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki shook his head.
    

    

    
      “No, I’m not the boss. This man here—he’s our boss now.”
    

    

    
      I tilted my helmeted head.
    

    

    
      This bastard was doing things I hadn’t told him to.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Why would I be the boss…”
    

    

    
      “That’s just how this world works.”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki buttoned up his loosened shirt.
    

    

    
      “The second-in-command—the one I serve—is the real boss. Everyone!”
    

    

    
      All of them followed Kkalkki, spreading their arms to the sides.
    

    

    
      “Boss! We pay our respects!”
    

    

    
      Their voices echoed in unison with Kkalkki’s shout.
    

    

    
      “Please drop by from time to time.”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki murmured while staring at the ground.
    

    

    
      “Just check on us. Make sure we’re living right.”
    

    

    
      Rebirth—meant to set one’s heart straight and live anew.
    

    

    
      But it could also mean surviving after being on the brink of death.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki and his men—
    

    

    
      That night, they had died and been born again.
    

    

    
      “I’ll be watching.”
    

    

    
      I fired the wire from my gauntlet.
    

    

    
      Sliding up the steel cable, I reached the second floor.
    

    

    
      From below, none of them raised their heads until I was gone.
    

    

    
      Stepping out the window, a fresh breeze blew against me.
    

    

    
      When I removed my helmet, the cold air brushed my face.
    

    

    
      Dark clouds drifted past the sky.
    

    

    
      Soon, a full moon as vast as a painting revealed itself.
    

    

    
      Its soft light poured over the barren industrial complex.
    

    

    
      I descended to the ground and mounted the Honda XR80.
    

    

    
      I turned the handle and started the engine.
    

    

    
      Just like the first time—
    

    

    
      I disappeared into the darkness.
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      The Looming Dark Scheme. (1)
    

    

    
      At the top of an 88-story skyscraper in Gangnam, Seoul, sat the office of the representative of the Dikaiosyne Guild.
    

    

    
      As the Combat Squad team leader and an A-rank hunter, Lee Yu-seol stood behind someone and delivered her report.
    

    

    
      “Starting next week, we planned to begin full-scale activities to improve the Dio Guild’s image.”
    

    

    
      She usually wore a full-body suit, but today she wore a white shirt and a skirt for a change.
    

    

    
      “First, as part of our hunters’ volunteer work, we will visit a stray dog shelter, and…….”
    

    

    
      Her bobbed hair and clear diction as she continued the briefing made her resemble a sleek cat.
    

    

    
      Of course, the chilling nature hidden beneath her beauty was infamous even within the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      “We will set up a free meal station for the homeless at Seoul Station. It would be good if you personally come out to distribute the meals, sir. I’ll arrange the reporters in advance. Ah, right, speaking of reporters……”
    

    

    
      Though Lee Yu-seol was usually confident, today she seemed particularly tense.
    

    

    
      It was because the person receiving her report was no ordinary figure.
    

    

    
      Dressed in a dark navy suit, he stood with his back toward her, gazing out the window.
    

    

    
      His name was Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      He was one of the few S-rank hunters in Korea and the representative of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol continued.
    

    

    
      “It’s regarding the Geonguk Daily. They attacked us again this morning.”
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild employed criminals and people with problematic pasts as hunters. Because of this hiring practice, public perception of them was poor.
    

    

    
      Reporters of Geonguk Daily, one of the country’s top three media outlets, often wrote negative articles about the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      “If you wish, sir, I’ll take care of it. Just like always.”
    

    

    
      These were turbulent times.
    

    

    
      Making a few reporters’ deaths look like natural causes was as easy as drinking water.
    

    

    
      “What would you like to do, sir?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol quietly waited for his command.
    

    

    
      Without turning around, Go Ju-hoon crooked his finger.
    

    

    
      “Yu-seol. Come here.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      To call her like that. Anyone else would have been offended, but Lee Yu-seol silently walked toward him.
    

    

    
      She was the type who obeyed those stronger than her without complaint.
    

    

    
      She stood beside Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      Beyond the glass wall, Gangnam spread out beneath them.
    

    

    
      People bustled along the sidewalks. On the eight-lane road, buses and cars moved like miniatures.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon lowered his gaze.
    

    

    
      “When you look closely, don’t they look just like a swarm of ants?”
    

    

    
      “……Yes.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol didn’t think much of it. Rather, the strong scent of his cologne bothered her more.
    

    

    
      She sneaked a glance at his profile.
    

    

    
      His slicked-back hair, held with pomade, didn’t have a single strand out of place. His smooth skin and sharp nose made him the picture of a classic handsome man.
    

    

    
      A face that most women would find appealing.
    

    

    
      But Lee Yu-seol knew better.
    

    

    
      She knew just how terrifying the ambition hidden within this seemingly elegant man truly was.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon spoke.
    

    

    
      “My father gave me everything I ever wanted when I was young. Food, clothes — always the best. I especially had more toys than I could ever play with. Thanks to that, I had a plentiful childhood.”
    

    

    
      He often brought up the topic of his father.
    

    

    
      “Then there was just one time when he scolded me. It was when I killed ants at the playground.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s father was the founder of the Dio Guild and one of Korea’s famous first-generation superhumans.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol knew.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s father had dreamed of entering politics but got caught in a web of schemes, was wrongly imprisoned, and died a lonely death.
    

    

    
      “My father told me this. Ju-hoon.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon turned toward Lee Yu-seol. His intense gaze pierced her.
    

    

    
      “You don’t torment the weak. You rule them.”
    

    

    
      Fierce mana smoke rose from Go Ju-hoon’s body. Lee Yu-seol felt as if her heart had frozen over and held her breath.
    

    

    
      Finally, Go Ju-hoon retracted his aura.
    

    

    
      “Leave them be. One day they will all be beneath our feet.”
    

    

    
      He looked back out at the city.
    

    

    
      Hearing the word ‘our’, Lee Yu-seol felt relieved.
    

    

    
      ‘Yes. This man will someday rise to the top. And someday…….’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon placed a hand on her shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Until then, you’ll help me, right, Yu-seol?”
    

    

    
      Her face flushed like the sunset. She secretly harbored feelings for him.
    

    

    
      On the day his ambitions were finally realized, she planned to confess her heart.
    

    

    
      “Yes. I will stay by your side, sir.”
    

    

    
      Just then, a rosy atmosphere formed between them.
    

    

    
      “Team Leader!”
    

    

    
      The office door burst open and a bald head came through.
    

    

    
      “Oh, you were in the middle of a conversation. Hello, sir!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal’s booming voice echoed.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      ‘……That bald bastard. The mood was perfect.’
    

    

    
      Behind Seo Gwang-pal, the secretary rushed in.
    

    

    
      “Seriously! I told you that you can’t just barge in like this!”
    

    

    
      “Oh, I’m so sorry, sir. I had something urgent to report to the team leader. Should I step out?”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon smiled kindly.
    

    

    
      “It’s fine, Secretary Kim. Go back to your work.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      Once the secretary left, Seo Gwang-pal strode in and grabbed the silver kettle on the shelf.
    

    

    
      “I ran here, so I’m thirsty. Sir, may I drink this?”
    

    

    
      The part about running was an excuse.
    

    

    
      He was hungover again after drinking himself senseless last night.
    

    

    
      Before receiving permission, he put his mouth on the kettle and gulped it down.
    

    

    
      There was no trace of dignity in his behavior.
    

    

    
      But Go Ju-hoon simply smiled.
    

    

    
      Instead, Lee Yu-seol clenched her teeth.
    

    

    
      ‘That octopus-headed freak. Just wait till we’re outside.’
    

    

    
      She imagined throwing Seo Gwang-pal out the window.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon spoke.
    

    

    
      “So. What’s the urgent report?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, well, you see.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal wiped his lips with his collar.
    

    

    
      “That bastard. We found him.”
    

    

    
      He pulled a photo from his pocket — an image captured by CCTV.
    

    

    
      “I ran around everywhere gathering every scrap of information I could, and I found the motorcycle that carried him off!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal shrugged his shoulders, bragging.
    

    

    
      “That quick delivery bastard kept his mouth shut like he’d die before talking, but when I threatened to kill his girlfriend, he finally started spilling everything……”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol couldn’t stand it and cut in.
    

    

    
      “Just get to the point.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes. It’s the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex. He said he dropped the guy off at the entrance there.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol nodded.
    

    

    
      “Fine, so leave. Don’t make a scene in front of the representative.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Seo Gwang-pal notice the sharp look in her eyes.
    

    

    
      “……Ah. Sorry.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to step out—
    

    

    
      “Who did you say you found?”
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing important, sir.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol smoothly covered.
    

    

    
      “There was someone we were curious about. We were thinking of possibly scouting him for our guild, so we were looking into him.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon, who prided himself on valuing skill above all, narrowed his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Is he strong?”
    

    

    
      “……Yes. Very.”
    

    

    
      Her honest evaluation sparked competitive fire in Go Ju-hoon’s gaze.
    

    

    
      Before being the head of a guild, he was a hunter.
    

    

    
      Pursuing strength was almost instinctive for him.
    

    

    
      “Tell me more.”
    

    

    
      “He’s the one who took down Big Lava recently.”
    

    

    
      “That purple mask? They called him the Purple Devil, right?”
    

    

    
      Because the media covered the case extensively, Go Ju-hoon also knew of him.
    

    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      “Hm. Bring him in. If he’s truly that skilled, I’d like to meet him myself.”
    

    

    
      “You, personally?”
    

    

    
      “Why? Is there a problem?”
    

    

    
      When Go Ju-hoon smiled faintly, Lee Yu-seol waved her hands.
    

    

    
      “Of course not. Understood. Hunter Seo, you heard the representative? Bring him immediately.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, well.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal scratched his bald head.
    

    

    
      “I know he went there, but the complex is huge. There must be thousands of workers.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol screamed inwardly.
    

    

    
      ‘You blockhead! Then why did you even come?’
    

    

    
      She forced herself to stay calm.
    

    

    
      “Hunter Seo. Then we’ll just bring some staff and investigate together, won’t we?”
    

    
      “Well, yeah, I guess.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol bowed her head.
    

    

    
      “Then sir, please rest. I’ll head out now.”
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon stopped them.
    

    

    
      “Take the twins with you.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      The twins he referred to were A-rank hunters belonging to the Dio Guild.
    

    
      They had multiple life sentences for assaulting hunters inside gates. Lee Yu-seol let out a short breath.
    

    

    
      ‘Those battle lunatics are such a pain.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon picked up the silver kettle with both hands.
    

    

    
      Crunch!
    

    

    
      With just a bit of force, the kettle crumpled like paper. It was made of Burnlight metal.
    

    

    
      “You said he was incredibly strong. You never know.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon was still smiling, but an unspoken threat froze the other two in place.
    

    

    
      “Understood, sir. I’ll do as you say. Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol grabbed Seo Gwang-pal by the scruff of his neck and pulled him out of the office.
    

    

    
      “Da-jang. I’m sooo! anxious.”
    

    

    
      While working in the factory, Kkalkki said, glancing around nervously.
    

    

    
      “What are you anxious about?”
    

    

    
      As I carried Burnlight materials, Kkalkki trailed behind me.
    

    

    
      “You left all that money under my bed! I’m so anxious I can’t live!”
    

    

    
      We had robbed Cha Chi-do’s safe, taking cash and gold bars.
    

    

    
      We stored everything under Kkalkki’s bed.
    

    

    
      The Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex had dormitories for foreign workers.
    

    

    
      Two people per room, about the size of a goshiwon.
    

    

    
      “Why? You think Khan will steal it?”
    

    

    
      I mentioned Kkalkki’s roommate.
    

    

    
      “That bastard’s too much of a coward to do something like that.”
    

    

    
      “Then it’s fine.”
    

    

    
      “That’s not the problem, Da-jang!”
    

    

    
      While we bickered, Park Chang-seong approached.
    

    

    
      “You two dating or something? You brats aren’t even working.”
    

    

    
      I pointed at Kkalkki.
    

    

    
      “I’m working hard. He’s the one slacking.”
    

    

    
      “Wow, Da-jang! That’s so cheap! You tattled on me?”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t tattle. I just spoke the truth.”
    

    

    
      Park Chang-seong muttered, “These idiots,” while looking around.
    

    

    
      “Where’s the boss? Why hasn’t he shown up lately?”
    

    

    
      “The boss bastard went to see Madam Shin.”
    

    

    
      “Good grief. This factory’s going to fall apart.”
    

    

    
      Quietly working, I thought:
    

    

    
      Now that I had obtained massive capital,
    

    

    
      I was ready to take over this factory whenever I wished.
    

    

    
      ‘Soon.’
    

    

    
      Park Chang-seong checked the time.
    

    

    
      “Alright, boys, let’s eat.”
    

    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    

    
      Everyone removed their safety gear and stopped working.
    

    

    
      “Da-jang. Do you know what today’s menu is? It’s Pikachu pork cutlet again. Damn it. Was there a ghost who died because they couldn’t eat pork cutlet and cursed this place? Why is it always that damn pork cutlet?”
    

    

    
      As I walked with Kkalkki toward the cafeteria, my phone rang.
    

    

    
      The caller was an unknown number.
    

    

    
      “Hello?”
    

    

    
      – Hello. Do you know Ma Seon-woong by any chance?
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong?
    

    

    
      A name I had never heard before.
    

    

    
      “No. Who are you?”
    

    

    
      – I’m his girlfriend.
    

    

    
      The woman’s voice trembled over the receiver.
    

    

    
      – It’s just that……
    

    

    
      As the woman began to sob, something came to mind.
    

    
      I reached into my factory jumper and pulled something out.
    

    

    
      A crumpled business card.
    

    

    
      – Dalbong Quick Express Service!
    

    

    
      : Ma Seon-woong.
    

    

    
      The man who took me on his motorcycle the day I defeated Big Lava.
    

    

    
      I had sent him a thank-you message.
    

    

    
      – Thanks. I’ll buy you a meal next time.
    

    

    
      A short text. Looks like he saved my number.
    

    

    
      The woman struggled to speak through her sobbing.
    

    

    
      – Seon-woong told me never to say anything, but he’s been hurt really badly.
    

    

    
      “He was hurt? Accident?”
    

    

    
      – No. I think someone beat him up.
    

    

    
      A sudden, ominous feeling washed over me.
    

    

    
      Maybe he got dragged into trouble because of me.
    

    

    
      “Where are you?”
    

    

    
      After confirming her location, I hung up.
    

    

    
      “Chief. I’ll eat lunch outside today.”
    

    

    
      “Oh. Sure.”
    

    

    
      “Da-jang! Where you going? Take me too! Don’t be petty and go eat something good alone!”
    

    

    
      “I’ll bring back cream bread.”
    

    

    
      “Ooh. Okay, Da-jang! Hurry back.”
    

    

    
      I hurriedly climbed onto my motorcycle. Without realizing it, my grip tightened.
    

    

    
      Kicking up dust, I spun the motorcycle halfway around.
    

    

    
      I sped off, cutting through the wind faster than ever.
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      I opened the hospital room door and stepped inside.
    

    

    
      The inside was so noisy it made my ears ring.
    

    

    
      The chatter of patients mixed with the sound of the TV.
    

    

    
      Amid a shortage of Awakened to respond to monster appearances, the National Assembly passed the <Special Exemption from Military Service for Hunters Bill>. The implementation date is unusually set for this year……
    

    

    
      Inside the room, beds were lined up in a single row with only curtains separating them.
    

    

    
      It was a 24-person room.
    

    

    
      At a glance, it wasn’t a layout meant to house normal patients.
    

    

    
      After the world changed, more and more people were getting injured by monsters bursting out from the gates.
    

    

    
      With insufficient medical facilities, hospitals overflowed.
    

    

    
      Insurance companies seized the moment and aggressively sold products to people.
    

    

    
      Hospitals, eager to make money, accepted patients as though running a mass-production factory.
    

    

    
      This was the result.
    

    

    
      A noisy market where actual patients and nylon patients were mixed together.
    

    

    
      I walked down the narrow central aisle toward the corner.
    

    

    
      I checked the bed number and pulled back the curtain.
    

    

    
      “……Hello.”
    

    

    
      A woman who had been sitting in a chair stood up.
    

    

    
      She had red hair and piercings in her ears.
    

    

    
      Was she barely twenty?
    

    

    
      Her baby fat hadn’t completely left yet, giving her a youthful face.
    

    

    
      Her eyes were swollen, as if she had been crying all day.
    

    

    
      “Are you the one who called me?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. I’m Lee Mi-na, Seon-woong oppa’s girlfriend. Thank you for coming.”
    

    

    
      “I’m Choi Yong-gi.”
    

    

    
      After the formal greetings, my gaze naturally moved toward the bed.
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong’s condition was truly horrific.
    

    

    
      His head was wrapped in bandages, and one eye was covered with an eye patch.
    

    

    
      His arms and legs, including his neck, were all in casts.
    

    

    
      His entire face was bruised a vivid purple.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      A heavy silence settled between us.
    

    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    

    
      “He said he was attacked by an assailant while making a delivery.”
    

    

    
      Lee Mi-na gave a brief explanation.
    

    

    
      Someone had dragged Ma Seon-woong into an alley and beaten him senseless there.
    

    

    
      “Oppa isn’t the type to just get beat up by someone……. I was really shocked too. Ah—me contacting you out of nowhere must’ve surprised you, right? I’m sorry.”
    

    

    
      Lee Mi-na bowed her head deeply like a guilty person.
    

    

    
      “Seon-woong oppa is an orphan, so he has no family. He’s been trying to straighten his life out these days, so he deleted all his old friends’ contacts. Then I happened to find a message and contacted you…….”
    

    

    
      From the look of it, she had nowhere else to ask for help.
    

    
      How frustrated must she have been to call someone she had never met?
    

    

    
      “What did the doctor say?”
    

    

    
      Just by looking at him, it felt like Ma Seon-woong might never get up again.
    

    

    
      “Th-the thing is……”
    

    

    
      She pulled out a tiny pink phone and began reading the notes written there.
    

    

    
      “Dislocated left eye lens, retinal detachment and hemorrhage, cervical spine damage, orbital fracture, rib fractures, colon perforation…….”
    

    

    
      I didn’t need to hear the rest to understand. Just how seriously Ma Seon-woong had been injured.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t know what any of it meant, so I just wrote everything down. After I dropped out of high school, I only worked in restaurants, so there are a lot of things I don’t know.”
    

    

    
      Our conversation had been short, but I could tell what kind of person she was.
    

    
      Despite her flashy appearance, she seemed kind-hearted.
    

    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    

    
      At the sound of our voices, Ma Seon-woong woke from sleep and opened his eyes.
    

    

    
      He blinked groggily and met my gaze.
    

    

    
      “Oh? Look who it is.”
    

    

    
      Despite being a wreck, a faint smile formed on his lips.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t this the great hero himself. What brings you here?”
    

    

    
      “Oppa. I called him.”
    

    

    
      “Hey, I told you not to call anyone.”
    

    

    
      Lee Mi-na looked back and forth between the two of us.
    

    

    
      “But oppa, who is he?”
    

    

    
      “Ahh. He’s my friend.”
    

    

    
      Then he winked with the eye that wasn’t covered.
    

    

    
      What was a friend?
    

    

    
      Someone you laughed and talked with, someone you spent your school days with?
    

    

    
      If that was the standard, then I had no friends.
    

    

    
      Smoking, gambling, billiards, bowling, anything that cost money—I had quit all of it long ago.
    

    

    
      Meeting friends was part of that too.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t easy maintaining relationships when working in a factory your whole life.
    

    

    
      Yet Ma Seon-woong gladly introduced me as a friend after meeting me only once.
    

    

    
      “Baby. I’m thirsty. Can you get me some coffee?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. Okay.”
    

    

    
      Lee Mi-na stood up and gave me a bright smile.
    

    

    
      “Yong-gi nim, what would you like?”
    

    

    
      She had already memorized my name, it seemed.
    

    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    

    
      “Hey now. You’re still a guest.”
    

    

    
      She imitated Ma Seon-woong’s tone in a cute way.
    

    

    
      “Mi-na, just get something cool. Friend, you’re okay with that, right?”
    

    

    
      I nodded lightly.
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong wasn’t craving coffee, that much was obvious.
    

    

    
      “Okay! I’ll be right back!”
    

    

    
      Lee Mi-na walked toward the door, repeatedly glancing back at us as if anxious.
    

    

    
      Once she was gone, Ma Seon-woong let out a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      I sat on the chair beside the bed. With no cushion, the seat felt cold and hard against me.
    

    

    
      Had Lee Mi-na been staying at his side in this place for days?
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong greeted me again.
    

    

    
      “How do I look? I haven’t been able to see myself in a mirror.”
    

    

    
      “You look great.”
    

    

    
      He caught the sarcasm and grinned slyly.
    

    

    
      “Well, I am pretty handsome.”
    

    

    
      Then his smile faded, and he got to the point.
    

    

    
      “Nothing happened to you, right? You didn’t get hurt?”
    

    

    
      He was a critical patient and yet he asked about me. What a ridiculous guy.
    

    

    
      “I heard you were attacked. Who was it? A villain?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know. I’d never seen him before.”
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong tried to recall.
    

    

    
      “He was wearing a mask, so I couldn’t even see his face properly.”
    

    

    
      A mask? In my previous life I had never seen anyone wandering around wearing something like that.
    

    

    
      “What other features?”
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong pressed his lips together and stared at me quietly.
    

    

    
      “He was looking for you.”
    

    

    
      The assailant had attacked Ma Seon-woong with a clear purpose.
    

    

    
      The circle was tightening.
    

    

    
      Most likely, Ma Seon-woong had been beaten because of me.
    

    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    

    
      The apology didn’t come from me—it came from Ma Seon-woong.
    

    

    
      “I told him where I dropped you off. I had a picture of Mi-na in my wallet, and the bastard used it to threaten me……”
    

    

    
      I understood.
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong must have tried to keep his mouth shut until the end.
    

    
      And then he ended up like this.
    

    

    
      Rage surged at the thought of that man trying to use his girlfriend as a hostage.
    

    

    
      “……All because of me.”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. Now I feel relieved.”
    

    

    
      Staring up at the hospital ceiling, Ma Seon-woong continued.
    

    

    
      “I always felt guilty toward my friend. You know, that guy who tried to hunt monsters and ended up ruined for life. I worried I’d die pathetically after riding a motorcycle all my life.”
    

    

    
      He let out a small laugh.
    

    

    
      “At least I helped you, right?”
    

    

    
      He said,
    

    

    
      “That bald bastard who beat me up—he’s a real piece of shit.”
    

    

    
      The moment he said “bald,” my grip tightened.
    

    

    
      My suspicion solidified.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know what’s going on, but don’t ever lose to trash like him. Got it?”
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong lifted his casted arm and groaned.
    

    

    
      “You should get going. He’s probably looking for you.”
    

    

    
      My location had been exposed.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild had realized the Purple Devil was in the Ilsan Hunter Industrial District.
    

    

    
      ‘I need to prepare.’
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong held out a fist poking out between the plaster.
    

    

    
      “Hey. My righteous Hunter. Thanks for coming.”
    

    

    
      He still mistakenly believed I was a Hunter.
    

    

    
      I lightly bumped my fist against his.
    

    

    
      “Seon-woong. Talk casually between friends.”
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong blinked as sleepiness washed over him.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I’ll sleep now. Go, before Mi-na comes back.”
    

    

    
      I pulled the blanket up over his chest and turned away.
    

    

    
      The noisy multi-patient room buzzed around me.
    

    

    
      Trash that patients had tossed aside rolled messily across the floor.
    

    

    
      “Friend!”
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong’s shout echoed behind me.
    

    
      When I turned, his shoulders were trembling as he panted.
    

    

    
      Saying he would sleep had only been an excuse.
    

    

    
      He burst into tears from his one uncovered eye, grief overflowing.
    

    

    
      “……That son of a bitch! Make sure you hit him back properly. Please!”
    

    

    
      How humiliating and infuriating must it have been for him— to be beaten by someone, then return in front of the woman he loved.
    

    

    
      I nodded at him.
    

    

    
      Only after hearing my answer did he finally close his eyes.
    

    

    
      I left the hospital room and headed straight for the reception desk.
    

    

    
      A memory from my past life came back.
    

    

    
      In sweltering heat, my younger sibling had eaten something bad and gotten enteritis.
    

    

    
      Whatever Grandmother cooked, they threw it up immediately, and their fever rose to 39 degrees.
    

    

    
      In the end, we rushed to the emergency room.
    

    

    
      It was past 3 a.m.
    

    

    
      Taxi fare, hospital fees—several hundred thousand won disappeared.
    

    

    
      That’s right.
    

    

    
      Even while my sibling was sick, I had been worrying about money.
    

    

    
      Blood ties are like that.
    

    

    
      My sibling could read my thoughts just by looking at my face.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, hyung. I won’t get sick again.”
    

    

    
      That was poverty.
    

    

    
      You couldn’t even afford to get sick. And you couldn’t dare burden others with worry.
    

    

    
      ‘But not anymore.’
    

    

    
      In this life, I vowed never to tremble before money again.
    

    

    
      “Here’s your receipt.”
    

    

    
      I took what the nurse handed me.
    

    

    
      When I turned around after thanking her, I ran into Lee Mi-na, holding coffees in both hands.
    

    

    
      “Oh? You’re already leaving?”
    

    

    
      “I came during work hours, so I need to get back.”
    

    

    
      “I see. Please have some coffee!”
    

    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    

    
      “Then at least take this!”
    

    

    
      Not just drinks—she had bought bread and all sorts of snacks.
    

    

    
      It felt rude to refuse everything, so I accepted the plastic bag.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for coming even though you’re busy. Oppa had no energy for days, but seeing you made him smile a little. Must be because you’re friends?”
    

    

    
      When she smiled, her red hair shimmered.
    

    

    
      “I’ll visit again. And also—”
    

    

    
      I pointed toward the room.
    

    

    
      “I don’t think that room is good for Seon-woong. He should be moved to a single room.”
    

    

    
      “Right…….”
    

    

    
      Everyone already knew that.
    

    

    
      Of course a one-person room was better than a 24-person one.
    

    

    
      But I already knew what someone working in a restaurant could afford.
    

    

    
      “Tomorrow’s payday. I was thinking of at least getting him into a 12-person room.”
    

    

    
      “No need. I already paid. Move him immediately.”
    

    

    
      “Sorry?”
    

    

    
      I extended the receipt I was holding. She accepted it without thinking.
    

    

    
      When she saw the number written there, her pupils widened.
    

    

    
      Just then, a nurse joined our conversation.
    

    

    
      “You’re Ma Seon-woong’s guardian, right? He already completed the payment. We’ll move him today. A VIP room just became available.”
    

    

    
      Lee Mi-na stood frozen for a moment, then burst into tears.
    

    

    
      Big, heavy tears dropped onto the receipt and blurred the ink.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t contact you because I wanted something like this……. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
    

    

    
      She bowed her head to me again and again.
    

    

    
      Ma Seon-woong had been hurt because of me. I had simply done what I needed to do.
    

    

    
      “Well then.”
    

    

    
      As I walked down the hallway, I could feel eyes on my back.
    

    

    
      When I turned, I found Lee Mi-na staring at me with a wistful expression.
    

    

    
      As if she would stand there like a stone statue until I disappeared.
    

    

    
      Stepping outside the hospital, I finally felt I could breathe.
    

    

    
      There was definitely something stale mixed in the hospital air.
    

    

    
      I got on my motorcycle and made a call through Bluetooth.
    

    

    
      A voice came through the receiver.
    

    

    
      — Dejang! When you coming? Cweam bun?
    

    

    
      I checked the plastic bag and saw a soft white cream bun inside.
    

    

    
      “I bought it.”
    

    

    
      — Yay! You’re the best! Hurry up, Dejang!
    

    

    
      “Did anyone come looking for me?”
    

    

    
      — Someone looking for you? Hmm. No one!
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild hadn’t arrived yet.
    

    

    
      But they would soon.
    

    

    
      Maybe immediately. Maybe when I least expected it.
    

    

    
      — Who’s coming?
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      I fixed my helmet and started the engine.
    

    

    
      “Let’s get ready to welcome our guest.”
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      A day had passed since I visited Ma Seon-woong in the hospital.
    

    

    
      There was still no sign of Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      Why?
    

    

    
      I scanned the nearby workers and fell into thought.
    

    

    
      ‘It must be because he isn’t certain.’
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal only knew that the Purple Devil was here. He didn’t know that I was the Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      The Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex was huge, spanning from Factory 1 to Factory 9.
    

    

    
      Including all the minor employees, it totaled in the thousands.
    

    

    
      There was no way Seo Gwang-pal could investigate them all alone.
    

    

    
      He would surely bring forces backed by the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      To face him, I needed to reinforce manpower and reorganize my power.
    

    

    
      ‘The timing…….’
    

    

    
      As early as this week. At the latest, next week?
    

    

    
      I couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment, but instinctively, I sensed it.
    

    

    
      This was the calm before the storm.
    

    

    
      “Yong-gi. You’ve got a visitor. Come out for a bit!”
    

    

    
      Lost in thought, I saw the workshop manager beckon to me.
    

    

    
      The moment I heard “visitor”, I tensed.
    

    

    
      ‘Already?’
    

    

    
      Earlier than expected.
    

    

    
      ‘I need more time to prepare.’
    

    

    
      I removed my safety gloves with a hardened face and walked toward the workshop manager.
    

    

    
      “A visitor?”
    

    

    
      “It’s those guys.”
    

    

    
      Outside the factory, a group dressed in black was waiting for me.
    

    

    
      It was Ki Yeong-cheol and his underlings.
    

    

    
      ‘Good.’
    

    

    
      I sighed in relief and headed for the door. Ki Yeong-cheol, seeing me, came forward as the representative.
    

    

    
      I greeted him.
    

    

    
      “What brings you here? Didn’t you say you’d go to the countryside and farm?”
    

    

    
      “I was going to, but. Something came up.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol scratched the back of his head sheepishly.
    

    

    
      I knew better than anyone what that “something” was.
    

    

    
      Because I was the one who made him stay here.
    

    

    
      “What brings such esteemed gangsters here? Planning to shake us down again?”
    

    

    
      Despite the sarcastic tone, Ki Yeong-cheol quietly shook his head.
    

    

    
      “The Chi-do Faction disbanded. We’re not gangsters anymore.”
    

    

    
      “Then what are you?”
    

    

    
      “I mean……. Yeong-cheol.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s voice trailed off. He seemed embarrassed somehow.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “The Yeong-cheol Guar…….”
    

    

    
      “I can’t hear you.”
    

    

    
      “I said the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad! The Yeong-cheol. Guar. Dian. Squad!”
    

    

    
      Silence descended.
    

    

    
      The workshop manager next to us stifled a laugh and burst out with a “pfft.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s entire face, ears included, turned fiery red.
    

    

    
      “I’ll leave you two to talk.”
    

    

    
      The workshop manager snickered and slipped back into the factory.
    

    

    
      “The Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad, huh. What’s that?”
    

    

    
      “It’s exactly what it sounds like. We’ll protect the people working here.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol seemed awkward in his new position, constantly avoiding my eyes.
    

    

    
      “They all got jobs in each factory. They’ll start coming in for real starting tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Everything was going exactly as I’d ordered.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s doing well.’
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol continued.
    

    

    
      “We renovated the building Cha Chi-do used before into our dorm. We’ll work out there after shifts and grow the organization. We’re planning to recruit young guys with grit.”
    

    

    
      There had been a possibility that Ki Yeong-cheol might not follow my orders. If that happened, I had planned to intervene again as the Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      ‘A needless worry.’
    

    

    
      Still red-faced, Ki Yeong-cheol looked into my eyes.
    

    

    
      “So if anyone bullies you, tell me.”
    

    

    
      The factory lay outside the reach of the law, practically a lawless zone.
    

    

    
      It was perfect prey for gangsters.
    

    

    
      Before Cha Chi-do took over, multiple gangs used to fight over this place.
    

    

    
      Having fought fiercely for territory, these guys who had held their ground would keep Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex safe as long as they remained.
    

    

    
      “Bullies? You guys were the ones who bullied me the most.”
    

    

    
      It was a joke, but Ki Yeong-cheol couldn’t laugh.
    

    

    
      “I know. I’m sorry for everything.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol bowed his head to me.
    

    

    
      A sincere apology.
    

    

    
      I grabbed his shoulders and lifted him back up.
    

    

    
      “Okay. Good. I’ll count on you from now on. Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad.”
    

    

    
      It was a rather childish name, but I didn’t mock him.
    

    

    
      A man struggling to become better deserved encouragement.
    

    

    
      As I gazed at Ki Yeong-cheol with serious eyes, only then did the leader of the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad straighten his chest and regain confidence.
    

    

    
      “Just leave it to me.”
    

    

    
      Then Ki Yeong-cheol tapped my right forearm.
    

    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    

    
      I bent forward and let out a groan. He had only tapped me lightly, but the vibration hit my flank.
    

    

    
      “Wh-what’s wrong? Are you okay?”
    

    

    
      Startled, Ki Yeong-cheol hurriedly supported me.
    

    

    
      It was because of the wound I’d received the day I settled things with the gang boss.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do had used his subordinate as a shield to block my attack. And in that opening, he had driven a sashimi knife into my side.
    

    

    
      The blade pierced between the armor plates, but thankfully it hadn’t gone in deep.
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing. Just got hurt while working.”
    

    

    
      “How bad is it? Let me see.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol lifted the factory jumper I was wearing.
    

    

    
      On my ribs, red blood had seeped through my white T-shirt.
    

    

    
      I had wrapped it with bandages, but the wound must have opened again.
    

    

    
      “This is serious! How did this happen?”
    

    

    
      I brushed his hand away and lowered my jumper.
    

    

    
      “It’s just a scratch. Don’t make a fuss.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      He looked like he had something to say but hesitated.
    

    

    
      Then, as if making up his mind, Ki Yeong-cheol spoke.
    

    

    
      “Choi Yong-gi. I’ll keep my word today. I swear it.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol promised he would protect my workplace.
    

    

    
      An enemy from my past becoming an ally today.
    

    

    
      A new life really was a wonderful thing.
    

    

    
      “I’m going back to work.”
    

    

    
      Feeling reassured, I turned toward the factory.
    

    

    
      Then suddenly, I looked up at the sky.
    

    

    
      Ominous dark clouds were gathering, looking almost dramatic.
    

    

    
      “Good work, everyone! Let’s go home!”
    

    

    
      “Yessss! Let’s go home!”
    

    

    
      When the workshop manager shouted, Kkalkki raised his hand high.
    

    

    
      There was still no sign of the president today.
    

    

    
      Lately, the president indulged even more in alcohol and women, living a dissipated life.
    

    

    
      ‘He’ll collapse soon.’
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      The day this kingdom would fall into my grasp wasn’t far off.
    

    

    
      “Bawss! Cold soju today too?”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki wiggled his hand, mimicking drinking soju.
    

    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    

    
      “No. We have things to do.”
    

    

    
      “Mm. Bawss. Why are you grobbing there since earlier?”
    

    

    
      I must have been unconsciously holding my injured side.
    

    

    
      I slightly lifted my factory jumper and showed him the wound.
    

    

    
      “It was lucky it was only this bad. It almost pierced my organs.”
    

    

    
      The sight of the bright red bandage made Kkalkki’s face crumple as he grabbed my arm.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go to the hospital, Boss!”
    

    

    
      “I’m fine.”
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      “It’s not that bad.”
    

    

    
      “Boss. You’ve got a bruise on your eye too!”
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, one of my eyes was still throbbing.
    

    

    
      It was where I’d been hit while fighting Ki Yeong-cheol.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m a mess, huh.’
    

    

    
      No matter how much it was a hero’s fate to defeat villains—
    

    

    
      the more the wounds piled up, the more the fatigue built up, and that couldn’t be helped.
    

    

    
      In my past life, I’d worked myself to death, received a cancer diagnosis, and then got bitten by a monster and died.
    

    

    
      ‘At this rate, I might die before my time, beating up bad guys like this.’
    

    

    
      Of course, if I used Super Kid’s <Aura of God>, I wouldn’t have to worry about getting hurt.
    

    

    
      My whole body would be wrapped in mana, forming a protective barrier.
    

    

    
      It could block most minor attacks.
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t use that power every time.
    

    

    
      If I did, the balance would soon hit zero.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t there a way to fight while minimizing injuries and preserving my body longer?
    

    

    
      Strength, defense, speed, and now……
    

    

    
      It was time to acquire another ability.
    

    

    
      “Wait here! Boss!”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki ran off somewhere.
    

    

    
      After everyone had gone home.
    

    

    
      Only Kkalkki and I remained in the factory.
    

    

    
      What Kkalkki brought back was a first-aid kit.
    

    

    
      Because there were always cuts and scrapes in the factory, emergency supplies were always stocked.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      I rubbed a boiled egg around my eye.
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t it be better to use ointment instead?”
    

    

    
      “No! Boss! This works, I swear!”
    

    

    
      “Who said that?”
    

    

    
      “I saw it in a drama, they all did this?”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki, who trusted Korean folk remedies more than Koreans themselves, mumbled with the boiled egg in his mouth.
    

    

    
      He unwrapped the bandage around my side. Blood was still seeping from the open wound.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki frowned.
    

    

    
      “Yup. This won’t do.”
    

    

    
      He deftly picked up a needle and thread, then stitched up my wound in an instant.
    

    

    
      “Where did you learn to do that?”
    

    

    
      “My mom worked as a seamstress in Nepal for over thirty years. I picked it up from her shoulder.”
    

    

    
      “You mean ‘over her shoulder.’”
    

    

    
      More than that, I was surprised at his vocabulary.
    

    

    
      A seamstress.
    

    

    
      A woman who did sewing for other households and received payment.
    

    

    
      Reading was my hobby, so I understood what he meant.
    

    

    
      “Where did you even learn such a difficult word?”
    

    

    
      “From The Great King Taejo Wang Geon! Boss, you watched it? It’s super fun! Who was it? Who dared to cough in my presence?”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki imitated Gung Ye from the old historical drama.
    

    

    
      “All done!”
    

    

    
      He changed the bandage and stood up. With the wound properly stitched, it was much easier to move.
    

    

    
      “Don’t overdo it, Boss. Got it?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      I zipped up my jumper and started walking.
    

    

    
      “Shall we go then?”
    

    

    
      “Sure! Boss!”
    

    

    
      We left the factory and headed to the container.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki pulled out his notebook and started firing questions.
    

    

    
      “How was P1?”
    

    

    
      That was the name of the prototype suit.
    

    

    
      “It was kind of heavy and uncomfortable. The joints even came apart sometimes.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm. Yeah, can’t be helped when you cram in too many features!”
    

    

    
      “Then why not cut back on functions and focus on the suit’s essence instead?”
    

    

    
      “Heh. I thought you might say that.”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki opened the container door.
    

    

    
      Under the light, a new suit appeared.
    

    

    
      “Tadaaa!”
    

    

    
      I couldn’t help but gape.
    

    

    
      The large helmet had been replaced with a simple purple mask. The armor-like suit had been improved into a bulletproof-vest form.
    

    

    
      Most of all, the giant P on the chest was gone.
    

    

    
      Instead, it was embedded in the center of the forehead.
    

    

    
      “How is it, Boss? You like it?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. Except for that P.”
    

    

    
      “Aw, that’s what gives it style!”
    

    

    
      I had no idea why he was so obsessed with that letter.
    

    

    
      “I’ll try it on first.”
    

    

    
      I pulled the purple mask over my face. The texture against my skin was rough.
    

    

    
      Looking closely, I could see it was patched together with scraps of fabric.
    

    

    
      The material must have been expensive, so it looked like he had stitched leftover pieces together.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, better than wearing a helmet.’
    

    

    
      “Wait, is this Bronze Light?”
    

    

    
      “Yup! Khan gave me what was left over after he used it!”
    

    

    
      A mask made from the scales of a brown dragon. And a bulletproof-vest-style cosplay on top of that.
    

    

    
      The suit was definitely an upgrade from before.
    

    

    
      “So what now, Boss? That bald hunter’s coming here, right?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. First……”
    

    

    
      I summoned the floating window.
    

    

    
      [ Awakener’s Balance ]
    

    

    
      : ₩1,035,565,998.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the more battles I fought, the more the amount decreased.
    

    

    
      The over 1.07 billion won I’d had before had dropped significantly.
    

    

    
      What would happen if I used up all of it?
    

    

    
      Would that mean I had to quit being a hero?
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      No point worrying now.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s focus on what I have to do right now.’
    

    

    
      I boldly switched the screen.
    

    

    
      [[ Hero Skill Shop ]]
    

    

    
      Speeder Series.
    

    

    
      <Infinite Acceleration>
    

    

    
      : Within 1km radius, ₩10,000,000.
    

    

    
      2) <Regeneration>
    

    

    
      : Deducted in proportion to damage.
    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      To face Seo Gwang-pal, I had to be fully prepared.
    

    

    
      One part of that was acquiring a new ability.
    

    

    
      ‘I need something beyond just running fast.’
    

    

    
      <Regeneration>.
    

    

    
      One of Speeder’s signature abilities.
    

    

    
      It was locked for now, but—
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll get it no matter what.’
    

    

    
      To gain the next hero skill, I had to fulfill a condition.
    

    

    
      Last time, it had been to perform <Judgment of the Superhuman> a thousand times.
    

    

    
      This time—
    

    

    
      <Regeneration> : <42.195km>
    

    

    
      Time limit: 2 hours.
    

    

    
      ‘Nice and straightforward.’
    

    

    
      It must mean I had to run that exact distance.
    

    

    
      42.195 kilometers.
    

    

    
      ‘A marathon.’
    

    

    
      Not once, in either my past or current life, had I ever run that far in one go.
    

    

    
      At most, I’d jogged two or three kilometers.
    

    

    
      Compared to the last mission, where I’d stayed up all night throwing a thousand punches, this was on a whole other level.
    

    

    
      ‘Can I do it?’
    

    

    
      The marathon was one of the most grueling events in the Olympics.
    

    

    
      Passing out mid-race or quitting halfway was common. Rarely, it even led to death from heart strain.
    

    

    
      And now—
    

    

    
      Two hours. That was practically a world record pace.
    

    

    
      Still.
    

    

    
      ‘I have to do it.’
    

    

    
      Ding!
    

    

    
      When I clicked the mission, the letters turned red. I loosened my body and said,
    

    

    
      “Brahma! I’ll be back. You’re off work.”
    

    

    
      I called out the name of the Hindu god of creation—Kkalkki’s call name.
    

    

    
      “Roger that! Boss!”
    

    

    
      Leaving the saluting Kkalkki behind, I began to run.
    

    

    
      Raindrops began to fall onto the dry earth.
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      A day had passed.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal still hadn’t come to the factory.
    

    

    
      ‘Was this going to blow over quietly?’
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal had brutally beaten Ma Seon-woong.
    

    

    
      A thick, simmering rage had been embedded in his violence.
    

    

    
      ‘No, he would definitely come.’
    

    

    
      War was the foundation of life and death, the path of survival and destruction.
    

    

    
      It was a phrase that came from the “Initial Estimations” chapter of The Art of War.
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      To live or to die.
    

    

    
      This was a war between me and Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      No, he wouldn’t come alone.
    

    

    
      He’d drag the guild members along in a swarm.
    

    

    
      This was a war between me and the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      ‘Am I afraid?’
    

    

    
      I couldn’t say I wasn’t afraid at all.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild was too huge and powerful for an individual to oppose.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      ‘I had to stand against them.’
    

    

    
      Because opposing evil was a destiny a hero was meant to shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Hoo! Hoo!”
    

    

    
      I got up at dawn and went out to the empty lot to throw punches.
    

    

    
      A thousand mana-infused punches.
    

    

    
      It was a mission I had already completed, yet I kept training.
    

    

    
      Sweat poured like rain, and every muscle in my body screamed.
    

    

    
      Right now, I was both strong and weak.
    

    

    
      When I used my hero ability, I boasted the strongest power.
    

    

    
      But without the ability, I was nothing more than a low-tier hunter.
    

    

    
      To beat someone like Seo Gwang-pal—
    

    

    
      ‘I had to build my capabilities. I had to become stronger.’
    

    

    
      Did I have talent as an awakened?
    

    

    
      I wasn’t sure.
    

    

    
      Talent.
    

    

    
      There was only one quality I took pride in.
    

    

    
      Whether it rained or snowed.
    

    

    
      Even if I was sad or in despair.
    

    

    
      I kept going in silence.
    

    

    
      It had been the same in my past life, and it would be the same in this one.
    

    

    
      If I lived that way—
    

    

    
      Someday, maybe I could stand tall entirely on my own, even without the hero ability.
    

    

    
      “Hoo! Hoo!”
    

    

    
      After work, I trained by running.
    

    

    
      I pulled my chin toward my body and swung my arms in an even rhythm.
    

    

    
      A full marathon.
    

    

    
      It was harder than throwing a thousand mana punches.
    

    

    
      Running nonstop for a long time was excruciatingly painful.
    

    

    
      My throat tightened, and my calves felt like they were going to tear apart. The soles of my feet grew full of blisters from hitting the ground.
    

    

    
      Precisely at times like that, I clenched my teeth and forced myself to endure.
    

    

    
      When I ran without a clear purpose, all sorts of thoughts seized me.
    

    

    
      ‘42 km? Can I even finish this?’
    

    

    
      ‘Why am I doing this?’
    

    

    
      ‘……I think I’m going to die.’
    

    

    
      No one could help me.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t expect help.
    

    

    
      Running was a string of lonely battles.
    

    

    
      ‘……Should I give up?’
    

    

    
      The moment the thought surfaced, I collapsed onto one knee as if crumbling.
    

    

    
      “Ngk!”
    

    

    
      I landed hard on my butt on the riverside of the Han River.
    

    

    
      Panting for breath, I checked the crimson letters in the air.
    

    

    
      : <10 km 32 m>
    

    

    
      A distance far short of the goal.
    

    

    
      To obtain <Regeneration>, I had to run farther.
    

    

    
      The problem was……
    

    

    
      Ttirring.
    

    

    
      : <0 km>
    

    

    
      ‘Damn.’
    

    

    
      If I stopped running, it reset back to zero. The mission had failed.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t run slowly either.
    

    

    
      If I failed to finish within two hours, it would all be wasted.
    

    

    
      I checked the timer.
    

    

    
      – 1 hour 23 minutes 47 seconds.
    

    

    
      It had taken over an hour just to run 10 km.
    

    

    
      I had to cover the full course within two hours.
    

    

    
      ‘I was basically at turtle speed.’
    

    

    
      As the thread of hope grew distant, my strength drained away and I sprawled out on my back.
    

    

    
      A week had passed.
    

    

    
      Mana punches before work.
    

    

    
      A marathon after work.
    

    

    
      I continued the same routine.
    

    

    
      The security guard at the entrance of the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex waved at me.
    

    

    
      “You’re working hard again today! Youth really is a good thing!”
    

    

    
      The security guard I saw every day must have thought I was just exercising diligently.
    

    

    
      “Here, have one!”
    

    

    
      He threw something at me.
    

    

    
      When I caught it, it was an apple.
    

    

    
      “Fighting!”
    

    

    
      I nodded and thanked him.
    

    

    
      Running, I took a bite out of the apple.
    

    

    
      Its fresh, sweet flesh spread across my tongue.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s go. I’m going to make it.’
    

    

    
      Contrary to my solemn resolve—
    

    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    

    
      I collapsed once again at the Han River without reaching two hours.
    

    

    
      : <15 km 72 m>
    

    

    
      ‘Was it too much to expect within a week?’
    

    

    
      The distance had increased, but I was still far from the target.
    

    

    
      “Damn!”
    

    

    
      Lying down in Hangang Park, I stared blankly up at the sky.
    

    

    
      Raindrops scattered like mist and dampened my face.
    

    

    
      I quietly closed my eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘I must not rush.’
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t just take it easy either.
    

    

    
      I had to obtain a new ability before the enemies came.
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      ‘……Easy to say.’
    

    

    
      Historically, there had always been a two-hour wall in marathons.
    

    

    
      No one had ever broken the full course in under two hours.
    

    

    
      As if the limits of human capability had already been set.
    

    

    
      I wasn’t a professional athlete.
    

    

    
      No matter how intensely I trained, surpassing a world record within a few weeks was nearly impossible.
    

    

    
      ‘Isn’t there some way?’
    

    

    
      In the darkness, fragments of my recent daily routine flashed by.
    

    

    
      Mana training in the morning.
    

    

    
      Normal running at night.
    

    

    
      ‘What if I combined the two……?’
    

    

    
      My eyes snapped open.
    

    

    
      The dark clouds drifted by, scattering drizzle.
    

    

    
      I was an awakened.
    

    

    
      Just as I infused mana into my punches— couldn’t I also use mana while I ran?
    

    

    
      The longer I ran, the more my throat burned as if blood were flowing backward.
    

    

    
      A sickly sweetness rose in my mouth.
    

    

    
      I endured like an idiot, but my body couldn’t keep up with my willpower.
    

    

    
      If I infused mana into my breathing while inhaling and exhaling?
    

    

    
      If I put a small amount of mana into both feet and kicked off the ground?
    

    

    
      I stood up.
    

    

    
      I focused my mind and bounced lightly in place.
    

    

    
      Then I stepped forward, mindful of the mana.
    

    

    
      Indeed, it was far more comfortable than before.
    

    

    
      I had been so fixated on obtaining abilities that I’d made the mistake of focusing only on running blindly.
    

    

    
      Air slid smoothly down my throat like swallowing something sweet.
    

    

    
      My legs moved as if stepping across empty air.
    

    

    
      ‘My body feels light.’
    

    

    
      Just combining running with mana produced such a remarkable effect.
    

    

    
      Had I figured this out myself?
    

    

    
      ‘No. This was……’
    

    

    
      It was the system guiding me.
    

    

    
      Purchase wasn’t simply buying a hero’s abilities.
    

    

    
      It strengthened my own muscles.
    

    

    
      Taught me how to use mana efficiently.
    

    

    
      Built not only stamina but even mental strength.
    

    

    
      Through mission requirements, it naturally taught me all of this.
    

    

    
      The sentence I’d seen when I awakened went like this:
    

    

    
      – Talent: Purchase.
    

    

    
      : You can buy the abilities of those you admired.
    

    

    
      The more heroes you purchase.
    

    

    
      The more you repeat missions.
    

    

    
      ‘The closer you become to the hero you admired.’
    

    

    
      It was programmed so that by following the path the system opened, I could truly grow stronger.
    

    

    
      ‘Amazing.’
    

    

    
      No one wanted to become a true hero more than I did.
    

    

    
      I forgot hunger and sleep and ran all night.
    

    

    
      Half a month passed.
    

    

    
      : <25 km 11 m>
    

    

    
      – 2 hours 7 minutes 23 seconds.
    

    

    
      I had succeeded in a half marathon.
    

    

    
      Even seeing it with my own eyes, it was hard to believe.
    

    

    
      That a human could run this long without stopping.
    

    

    
      People often said life was like a marathon.
    

    

    
      A cliché, but in that moment, it pierced me to the bone.
    

    

    
      My impoverished childhood.
    

    

    
      The deaths of my grandmother and sibling.
    

    

    
      The past stained by harsh labor.
    

    

    
      It had been painful, but if I shattered my limits and pushed forward, someday I could reach what lay beyond them.
    

    

    
      For example—
    

    

    
      ‘This very moment.’
    

    

    
      Moving my heavy body was still hard, but somehow it felt light.
    

    

    
      My mind was hazy like I was drunk, yet simultaneously refreshed.
    

    

    
      A feeling I’d never had before.
    

    

    
      A runner’s high.
    

    

    
      As the fatigue vanished, my whole body soaked in a drowsy bliss.
    

    

    
      All the accumulated stress evaporated in an instant.
    

    

    
      How long had I been running?
    

    

    
      : <40 km 56 m>
    

    

    
      : <41 km 79 m>
    

    

    
      : <42 km 12 m>
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Even the runner’s high that felt eternal finally came to an end.
    

    

    
      From here on, I could only sprint like I was half unconscious.
    

    

    
      A tall, long stone staircase blocked my path.
    

    

    
      The place commonly called the 108 Steps Museum.
    

    

    
      Seven years ago.
    

    

    
      When an <Apocalyptic Class> monster appeared in the Han River and destroyed the outer facilities, a new museum had been built in that spot.
    

    

    
      In the original course, I would have run around without passing the stairs.
    

    

    
      But I didn’t stop.
    

    

    
      I stepped on the stairs, step after step, increasing my speed.
    

    

    
      Climbing, climbing again, climbing endlessly.
    

    

    
      When I reached the very top, a massive statue greeted me.
    

    

    
      A monument honoring the SS-rank hunter who had slain an <Apocalyptic Class> monster and died a heroic death.
    

    

    
      I’d heard the museum preserved records of his achievements.
    

    

    
      Ttirring.
    

    

    
      : <42 km 195 m>
    

    

    
      – 1 hour 59 minutes 58 seconds.
    

    

    
      By using mana in my running—
    

    

    
      Barely, dangerously—
    

    

    
      ‘I finally did it!’
    

    

    
      – Congratulations! You have obtained <Regeneration>.
    

    

    
      With a surge of accomplishment, I turned away from the statue and shouted.
    

    

    
      I thrust both hands high into the sky.
    

    

    
      “Aaaahhh!!!”
    

    

    
      Overlooking the Han River, I swung my mana-filled fists.
    

    

    
      Light flashed in the darkness.
    

    

    
      One-two.
    

    

    
      Straight!
    

    

    
      Confidence surged, and adrenaline exploded.
    

    

    
      In my previous life, I had lived days no different from being dead.
    

    

    
      Now, for the first time, I could feel that I was truly alive.
    

    

    
      A man and a woman appeared at Incheon International Airport.
    

    

    
      One had short hair, a slender body, and a catlike appearance; the other was a large, bald man.
    

    

    
      They were Lee Yu-seol and Seo Gwang-pal of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      “Yaaawn. I’m tired from the morning. Right, Team Leader Lee?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal opened his mouth wide and yawned without manners.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol didn’t even respond.
    

    

    
      If not for the orders of Go Ju-hoon, the representative of the Dio Guild, she wouldn’t have come here alone with Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      “Ah, damn. Who the hell are these twins for all this fuss?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal clicked his tongue as he grumbled.
    

    

    
      They had still not raided the Ilsan Hunter Factory.
    

    

    
      This too was because of the representative’s orders.
    

    

    
      They were instructed to bring the twins along, just in case.
    

    

    
      As a result, the operation had been delayed for two weeks until the twins arrived in the country.
    

    

    
      “Team Leader Lee, do you know them? Those twins or whatever.”
    

    

    
      As the wait dragged on, Lee Yu-seol entertained Seo Gwang-pal’s chatter just to kill time.
    

    

    
      “They’re free hunters. Skilled ones. Their methods are just… their own.”
    

    

    
      They were not official members of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      They operated on contracts depending on the mission.
    

    

    
      “The representative seems to trust them quite a bit……”
    

    

    
      Smirking, Seo Gwang-pal continued.
    

    

    
      “Are they stronger than you, Team Leader?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol was an A-rank hunter. And then there were the twins.
    

    

    
      If one were to weigh them against each other, who would come out ahead?
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal didn’t actually care.
    

    

    
      He just wanted to poke at the pride of the haughty Lee Yu-seol who always looked down on him.
    

    

    
      Though that didn’t mean he had no curiosity about the twins.
    

    

    
      Rumor had it they possessed innate talent for combat.
    

    

    
      Unofficially, one of them committed his first murder at age five, the other at age seven.
    

    

    
      They learned how to use knives without being taught, and were especially skilled in killing techniques.
    

    

    
      When it came to harming people, they were unmatched.
    

    

    
      Not one but two prodigies born with the talent of demons.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol snorted.
    

    

    
      “Is that even a question? Of course I’d win.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t bluster; she genuinely believed that.
    

    

    
      However—
    

    

    
      “Unless they both charge me together on purpose, I win. Every time.”
    

    

    
      Though it was a conditional victory, the statement carried significant meaning.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal pouted.
    

    

    
      ‘So it’s only in one-on-one fights, huh.’
    

    

    
      Just then, two figures emerged from the arrival gate.
    

    

    
      Two men with identical faces and heights.
    

    

    
      They wore Hawaiian shirts that differed only in color and pattern.
    

    

    
      “Nihao!”
    

    

    
      “Konnichiwa!”
    

    

    
      The twins raised their hands, greeting Lee Yu-seol with two different salutations.
    

    

    
      “Why did you arrive so late?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol greeted them with a cold expression.
    

    

    
      Since they were fellow A-rank hunters, she spoke to them with formal respect.
    

    

    
      “Oh dear, Team Leader Lee, our apologies.”
    

    

    
      “We missed our flight, you see.”
    

    

    
      Taking turns like a comedy duo, the twins answered.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal stood in the back, staring blankly at them.
    

    

    
      Their builds were ordinary. Nothing particularly noticeable.
    

    

    
      Except—
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    

    
      There were stains on their busy-patterned Hawaiian shirts.
    

    

    
      He had thought they were just dark red designs.
    

    

    
      ‘……T-that’s blood?!’
    

    

    
      When he stepped closer, a fishy smell pricked his nose.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal recoiled in panic.
    

    

    
      The twins continued speaking casually.
    

    

    
      “There was something we had to take care of in Tokyo before coming.”
    

    

    
      “We cut off a Yakuza boss’s head!”
    

    

    
      The twins chuckled as their eyes sparkled.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, the fact that CEO Seo contacted us directly—just who is this guy?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. For him to summon us this urgently… let’s finish it quickly. The target is……”
    

    

    
      They spoke in perfect unison.
    

    

    
      “Where is he?”
    

    

    
      “Where is he?”
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      A large truck drove into the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal whistled as he turned the steering wheel.
    

    

    
      “Finally, we’re here!”
    

    

    
      The thought of revenge alone made his spirits rise.
    

    

    
      “Purple Devil, that rat bastard. So this is where you’ve been hiding!”
    

    

    
      Unlike the boisterous Seo Gwang-pal, Lee Yu-seol, who was sitting in the passenger seat, had her eyes closed, focusing her mind.
    

    

    
      Her talent was [Sense].
    

    

    
      When she closed her eyes, she could feel the life force of everything around her — a detection-type ability.
    

    

    
      Not only could she perceive through walls, but her expanded perception also allowed her to grasp enemy movements with ease.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s detection range extended up to one kilometer.
    

    

    
      If she pushed herself to the limit, she could even sense a small caterpillar crawling up a tree.
    

    

    
      Her eyelids twitched.
    

    

    
      ‘There are a few Awakened here.’
    

    

    
      That only three percent of humanity had awakened was merely what the government announced.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that difficult to come across hidden Awakened individuals in everyday life.
    

    

    
      However, most of those in hiding were amateurs — Awakened who didn’t know how to properly use mana.
    

    

    
      ‘Of course. A bunch of nobodies... Ho? There’s one who seems decent.’
    

    

    
      What Lee Yu-seol detected was none other than the man nicknamed “the tall one,” Ki Yeong-cheol.
    

    

    
      ‘About a B-minus if we’re comparing by Hunter standards. Is he the Purple Devil? Or...’
    

    

    
      As her perception swept across every corner of the complex, she suddenly froze.
    

    

    
      Her awareness brushed against a corpse buried in the mountain behind the complex.
    

    

    
      The one buried underground was the former gang boss, Cha Chi-do.
    

    

    
      ‘Oh? This one must’ve been pretty strong.’
    

    

    
      Of course, since he wasn’t alive, she couldn’t gauge him precisely.
    

    
      But to some extent, she could still make an educated guess.
    

    

    
      ‘Around A-rank? Just a notch below me?’
    

    

    
      A faint smirk appeared on Lee Yu-seol’s lips.
    

    

    
      To think someone that capable had been hiding in such a remote place.
    

    

    
      The saying was true — the world was wide, and masters were many.
    

    

    
      ‘This place is quite interesting.’
    

    

    
      For the Dio Guild, which recruited solely based on skill, ignoring personal reputation or past crimes, Cha Chi-do would have been a very appealing recruit when he was alive.
    

    

    
      ‘Too bad he’s already dead. No, wait.’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol bit her lip.
    

    

    
      That powerful man had become a corpse — meaning someone had killed him recently.
    

    

    
      ‘Who could it be?’
    

    

    
      Was it the one she had classified as B-minus?
    

    

    
      ‘No, that tall guy alone couldn’t have done it.’
    

    

    
      Her judgment was right.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol couldn’t have defeated Cha Chi-do even if he came back from the dead.
    

    

    
      ‘Then who on earth…’
    

    

    
      Just then, someone faintly entered Lee Yu-seol’s radar.
    

    

    
      A man near the Fourth Factory.
    

    

    
      Other than the fact that he was an Awakened, there was nothing remarkable about him.
    

    

    
      ‘F-rank? Maybe even lower. At best, a greenhorn who just awakened.’
    

    

    
      More importantly—
    

    

    
      ‘...He has no talent.’
    

    

    
      The mana flow running through his body was unstable, and he possessed so little energy that it was hardly worth mentioning.
    

    

    
      A level of ability below what could even be called potential.
    

    

    
      That was Lee Yu-seol’s conclusion.
    

    

    
      ‘Unless he risks his life over and over or undergoes an extraordinary training program, that guy will stay at the bottom forever.’
    

    

    
      Of course, there was one more possibility.
    

    

    
      ‘If he somehow obtained a ridiculously overpowered talent, that’d be a different story... But that’s impossible.’
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a strange thought crossed her mind.
    

    

    
      He was a nobody.
    

    

    
      Then why was she wasting so much time thinking about him?
    

    

    
      She was a woman drawn only to the strong — she never spared the weak even a glance.
    

    

    
      Yet somehow, her “Sensor” was fixated on that man.
    

    

    
      ‘...Maybe I’m just not in good shape today. Forget it.’
    

    

    
      She blamed her lack of sleep from the night before and forced herself to dismiss it.
    

    

    
      Then Lee Yu-seol opened her eyes.
    

    

    
      At that exact moment, Seo Gwang-pal brought the truck to a stop.
    

    

    
      At the entrance of the complex, a security guard lowered the barricade.
    

    

    
      “Stop right there. I don’t recognize this vehicle. May I see your entry pass?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal didn’t roll down the window.
    

    

    
      The truck’s license plate was already covered.
    

    

    
      On the road, it was no different from an unregistered vehicle.
    

    

    
      He grinned slyly and muttered,
    

    

    
      “Man, what a pain.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to step out, Lee Yu-seol spoke.
    

    

    
      “Hide your identity. I’ll say it again — today, we are not the Dio Guild.”
    

    

    
      A government-approved major guild raiding a normal industrial complex — even in this insane world, that would make massive headlines.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, got it.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal smirked and put on an elephant mask.
    

    

    
      It was a children’s size, barely covering his eyes, nose, and mouth, leaving his bald head fully exposed.
    

    

    
      Clunk—
    

    

    
      Masked, Seo Gwang-pal stepped out of the truck.
    

    

    
      “Who am I, you ask?”
    

    

    
      The security guard, who had stepped out of the booth to check, tilted his head.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      No matter how you looked at him, the man’s appearance screamed suspicious.
    

    

    
      “Wh–Who are y— Aagh!”
    

    

    
      Before the guard could even finish his sentence, Seo Gwang-pal rammed the barricade with his whole body.
    

    

    
      Had the guard not moved out of the way in time, he would’ve been crushed.
    

    

    
      The metal barrier crumpled like paper.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal raised both arms menacingly.
    

    

    
      “The villain has arrived!”
    

    

    
      “Eek!”
    

    

    
      Pale-faced, the security guard bolted toward the small crawlspace behind the booth.
    

    
      Scraping his palms and knees, he crawled through it in a frenzy and fled without looking back.
    

    

    
      “Heh! Where do you think you’re going?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal smashed through the reinforced concrete wall around the crawlspace.
    

    
      Just as he was about to attack the fleeing guard,
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol rolled down the truck window.
    

    

    
      “We don’t have time. Get in.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal pouted.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, yeah. Got it, Team Leader.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t call me that. Are you stupid? Is that why your hair doesn’t grow?”
    

    

    
      Despite the unbearable insult, Seo Gwang-pal had no choice but to obey.
    

    

    
      “Ugh, fine. Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      He rubbed his bald head, climbed back into the truck, and they headed deeper into the Ilsan Hunter Complex.
    

    

    
      Thunk.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the security guard who had been running for his life stopped in his tracks.
    

    

    
      Panting heavily, he made a call.
    

    

    
      “...Yong-gi. They’re here. Get ready.”
    

    

    
      His expression was suddenly calm — as if nothing had happened.
    

    

    
      “Yes, understood. You’re not hurt, right?”
    

    

    
      To enter the Ilsan Hunter Complex, one had to go through the main gate.
    

    

    
      Sure, someone could climb the wall or sneak in, but Seo Gwang-pal didn’t seem like the type to come alone.
    

    

    
      ‘They’ll come in a pack. Like hyenas.’
    

    

    
      That was why Yong-gi had told the security guard in advance — if anything suspicious happened, just run.
    

    

    
      Trying to fight back would only get the guard hurt.
    

    

    
      ‘Good thing we prepared ahead.’
    

    

    
      He heard the security guard sigh through the receiver.
    

    

    
      — Whew. Scared me half to death. Good thing I listened to you, Yong-gi. That octopus-headed freak almost turned me into jerky.
    

    

    
      ‘If he said “octopus head,” then it’s definitely Seo Gwang-pal.’
    

    

    
      My suspicions turned into certainty.
    

    

    
      — Those guys don’t look ordinary, Yong-gi. What the hell is going on?
    

    

    
      He tried to sound calm, but the security guard’s voice was trembling.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.”
    

    

    
      I lowered my phone and glanced around the factory.
    

    

    
      Everyone was still busy with their work.
    

    

    
      For a brief moment, the image of Ma Seon-woong lying in the hospital crossed my mind.
    

    

    
      I refused to let anyone around me get hurt again — even if it killed me.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll protect this place, no matter what.’
    

    

    
      I approached the foreman.
    

    

    
      “Foreman.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t say much — just gave him a look.
    

    

    
      Like the security guard, I’d already briefed the foreman beforehand.
    

    

    
      He was sharp enough to catch on immediately.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, stop! Let’s take a snack break. Professor Jang, go boil some ramen!”
    

    

    
      “Wow, a snack break? It’s been ages!”
    

    

    
      The foreman gathered the workers and led them away somewhere.
    

    
      Their noisy chatter gradually faded into the distance.
    

    

    
      Only Kkalkki came up to me.
    

    

    
      “Boss. Those bastards are here?”
    

    

    
      He was right.
    

    

    
      Those damned bastards had arrived.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. Let’s track their route.”
    

    

    
      “Got it, Boss!”
    

    

    
      Together, Kkalkki and I headed to the Fourth Factory office.
    

    

    
      CCTV footage was displayed on the computer monitor.
    

    

    
      A large truck that had just passed through the main gate had stopped.
    

    

    
      The back door of the truck opened, and people poured out.
    

    

    
      They weren’t wearing the helmets or combat suits provided by the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      With hats pulled low and masks covering their faces, they looked like hired thugs.
    

    

    
      Though they wore ordinary clothes, it was obvious they were concealing weapons under their thick coats.
    

    

    
      ‘They’re armed.’
    

    

    
      There was also someone who appeared to be a woman.
    

    

    
      As she gave out instructions, the others moved in perfect order.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s their leader.’
    

    

    
      The image quality was poor, so I couldn’t clearly see her face or features, but it wasn’t hard to guess who she was.
    

    

    
      ‘Lee Yu-seol.’
    

    

    
      I’d already completed all the background research on the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      She was notorious for manipulating the media.
    

    

    
      — The Dio Guild’s only female Hunter!
    

    

    
      — A powerhouse whose beauty hides her strength!
    

    

    
      — Even the entertainment industry is after her!
    

    

    
      ...Something along those lines.
    

    

    
      I didn’t care.
    

    

    
      There was only one person I was after.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      From the overhead camera angle, I could see him hesitating.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s deciding where to go.’
    

    

    
      From Factory 1 to Factory 9 —
    

    

    
      It would take them at least a month to search the entire complex, inspecting every person one by one.
    

    

    
      ‘Well then, what’ll you do?’
    

    

    
      If they knew who I was, they would head straight for the Fourth Factory without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Because that’s where the Purple Devil was.
    

    

    
      But Lee Yu-seol pointed elsewhere.
    

    

    
      ‘The Seventh Factory.’
    

    

    
      Why that one?
    

    

    
      By principle, a Hunter’s talent was kept strictly confidential.
    

    

    
      Personal abilities could determine life or death in battle — making them top-level secrets.
    

    

    
      Yet, absurdly enough, Lee Yu-seol’s ability had been mentioned in an interview.
    

    

    
      Q: As a Hunter, what’s your unique trait? Ah, you don’t have to go into detail — just curious.
    

    

    
      A: I have a knack for seeing through people. No matter how well they hide, it doesn’t work on me. By the way, Reporter, you were with your boyfriend last night, weren’t you?
    

    

    
      Q: Wh–What? How did you—?
    

    

    
      A: Hmph. I have my ways.
    

    

    
      The Seventh Factory was where the former gang — now the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad — was stationed.
    

    

    
      ‘Lee Yu-seol must’ve used her detection ability to sense the Awakened.’
    

    

    
      And she mistook Ki Yeong-cheol for me.
    

    

    
      That too was part of the plan.
    

    

    
      ‘They’ve walked right into the trap.’
    

    

    
      Unless an Awakened deliberately suppressed it, faint mana would always leak from their body.
    

    

    
      Experts could gauge someone’s strength based on that.
    

    

    
      I wasn’t yet skilled enough to conceal my mana.
    

    

    
      So I used that against them.
    

    

    
      I let myself be completely exposed.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal would come with Lee Yu-seol, and she would use her detection ability.
    

    

    
      She would sense me — but dismiss me.
    

    

    
      ‘And that’s why she’s heading for the Seventh Factory instead of the Fourth.’
    

    

    
      The strategy I’d devised several steps ahead had worked perfectly.
    

    

    
      Now all that was left for me to do was—
    

    

    
      “Kkalkki. Prep P2.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir! Boss!”
    

    

    
      I immediately donned the newly crafted suit.
    

    

    
      I pulled over the purple mask with a coarse texture that prickled against my skin.
    

    

    
      “Huh? Boss.”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki pointed at the monitor.
    

    

    
      “Who’re those guys?”
    

    

    
      Among the group led by Lee Yu-seol and Seo Gwang-pal, there were two who stood out.
    

    

    
      Just two.
    

    

    
      They were wearing yukatas of different colors and patterns — distinctly unique designs.
    

    

    
      ‘Japanese?’
    

    

    
      There was no record of any Japanese members in the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      Moreover, their heights and builds were nearly identical.
    

    

    
      Almost like twins.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A new variable — but I didn’t panic.
    

    

    
      War was always full of uncertainty.
    

    

    
      The Twins headed not to the Seventh Factory, but to the Ninth.
    

    

    
      Kkalkki bit his fingernail.
    

    

    
      “Uh-oh. That’s where Khan is.”
    

    

    
      He was referring to his best friend and roommate — a foreign worker.
    

    

    
      They bickered all the time, but I knew better than anyone how close they were.
    

    

    
      Though my actions had been fluid so far, this time, I hesitated.
    

    

    
      It was a dilemma straight out of a comic book hero’s story.
    

    

    
      A hero could protect people —
    

    

    
      But not everyone.
    

    

    
      ‘What should I do.’
    

    

    
      I placed a hand on Kkalkki’s shoulder, trembling with worry.
    

    

    
      “I’ll go.”
    

    

    
      Kkalkki nodded.
    

    

    
      “Please, Boss.”
    

    

    
      Unaware of what kind of butterfly effect this decision would bring,
    

    

    
      I rode my motorcycle toward where The Twins were.
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      The Twins employed by the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      They were identical brothers born from a single split egg.
    

    

    
      The two who shared the same genes were named—
    

    

    
      Wi Roseo and Wi Roya.
    

    

    
      Their devout Christian mother had named them after the biblical twins Esau and Jacob.
    

    

    
      According to Genesis 25, “Esau” was a strong hunter covered in red hair.
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      The older brother, Wi Roseo, had an unusual obsession with the color red.
    

    

    
      The shirt he wore at the airport was a red Hawaiian shirt. Now, he wore a red yukata.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, his younger brother, Wi Roya, preferred blue.
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol called out to the twins.
    

    

    
      Everyone obeyed her words without question, as she was the de facto leader of this operation.
    

    

    
      After getting off the truck, they stood at the fork leading to the First through Ninth Factories.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol decided to head for the Seventh Factory.
    

    

    
      There was a relatively powerful Awakened there.
    

    

    
      ‘That tall guy is the most likely candidate for the Purple Devil.’
    

    

    
      However, the twins suddenly started walking toward the Ninth Factory instead.
    

    

    
      It was an unexpected and arbitrary move.
    

    

    
      “Did you not hear me? I said the Seventh Factory. Not the Ninth.”
    

    

    
      The twins replied.
    

    

    
      “There’s something over here we want to check out.”
    

    

    
      “I’m a set with my brother, so I’ve got to follow him.”
    

    

    
      The twins shrugged.
    

    

    
      Their attitude said, What’s the problem?
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol frowned.
    

    

    
      ‘Unbelievable. They really do whatever they want.’
    

    

    
      From what she sensed, there was nothing special about the Ninth Factory.
    

    

    
      She couldn’t feel the presence of any Awakened there.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol turned to face the twins.
    

    

    
      “What are you two planning to do there?”
    

    

    
      The twins didn’t back down.
    

    

    
      “‘You two’? Team Leader Lee, that’s a bit rude.”
    

    

    
      “We move in our own way. Got a problem with that?”
    

    

    
      A silent battle of nerves unfolded between Lee Yu-seol and the twins.
    

    

    
      As ominous auras flared from both sides, the surrounding Dio Guild members grew tense and fell silent.
    

    

    
      Only Seo Gwang-pal was grinning.
    

    

    
      ‘Heh. So even the great Lee Yu-seol can’t handle them, huh? Those twins must be something.’
    

    

    
      Seeing the woman who’d always looked down on him now flustered was amusing to Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      Finally, Lee Yu-seol let out a long sigh.
    

    

    
      “Fine. Do as you please. But once you’re done investigating, regroup with us immediately. I won’t tolerate any more deviations.”
    

    

    
      “Sure thing. Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      “Okay, bro!”
    

    

    
      Watching the twins walk away, Lee Yu-seol ground her teeth.
    

    

    
      “Those damned bastards.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal interjected slyly.
    

    

    
      “Is it okay to just let them go?”
    

    

    
      Given Lee Yu-seol’s personality, it was strange she hadn’t already exploded.
    

    

    
      “Leave them. The CEO said to let them be.”
    

    

    
      There were two reasons why she held herself back.
    

    

    
      First, because it was an order from the Dio Guild’s CEO, whom she respected.
    

    
      Second...
    

    

    
      “Those bastards’ specialty is stirring things up like slippery eels. Wherever they go, chaos follows soon enough.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol gestured as she turned away.
    

    

    
      “The rest of you, follow me!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!”
    

    

    
      Thus, Lee Yu-seol’s team and the twins each headed in different directions.
    

    

    
      After walking for some time, one of the twins glanced back toward Lee Yu-seol’s group.
    

    

    
      “Hey, bro. Why are we going this way again?”
    

    

    
      At his brother’s question, the older one grinned.
    

    

    
      “You know Akira Ryuji, right?”
    

    

    
      “Hm? That Japanese guy we took out?”
    

    

    
      Before the twins came to Korea,
    

    

    
      they had assassinated a Yakuza boss named Akira Ryuji under contract.
    

    

    
      “So what about him?”
    

    

    
      “I heard intel that the gang here’s distributing the same stuff Akira’s crew was.”
    

    

    
      Wi Roseo’s hunch was spot on.
    

    

    
      Cha Chi-do had recruited a manufacturer who used to work for the Akira Syndicate, and based on that technology, began mass-producing Black Pearl.
    

    

    
      And the place producing Black Pearl was none other than the Ninth Factory of the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    

    
      “There’s Black Pearl here?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right. While that bitch Lee Yu-seol’s busy chasing the Purple Devil, we’ll be behind the scenes reaping the rewards.”
    

    

    
      Wi Roseo ran his thumb across his neck.
    

    

    
      “Once we enter the Ninth Factory, kill anyone you see. I’ll use my ability to set the place on fire. If we’re lucky, even that Purple Devil guy will crawl out on our side. We’ll steal the drugs, complete the job, and get paid by CEO Go. Sweet deal, huh? Three birds with one stone.”
    

    

    
      “Oh! You’re the best, bro!”
    

    

    
      “Damn right. Just trust me, little brother.”
    

    

    
      The twins cheerfully put their arms around each other’s shoulders and headed toward the Ninth Factory.
    

    

    
      Thanks to riding their motorcycle, they arrived quickly.
    

    

    
      The entrance to the Ninth Factory was blocked by massive shipping containers, forming a narrow straight path like an alleyway.
    

    

    
      They had to pass through it to get inside.
    

    

    
      It was quiet around—seemed like no one else had arrived yet.
    

    

    
      While they stood at the entrance, staying alert,
    

    

    
      Step, step.
    

    

    
      Just then, a group appeared from the opposite side.
    

    

    
      They were wearing red and blue yukatas.
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “Hey, bro. That purple mask…”
    

    

    
      One of the twins pointed at me.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t that the Purple Devil?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. Look at that—fortune’s rolled right to us.”
    

    

    
      Why were they here?
    

    

    
      ‘Doesn’t matter.’
    

    

    
      Since they’d come with the Dio Guild, they were clearly part of that team.
    

    

    
      Which meant—they were my enemies.
    

    

    
      I said to the twins,
    

    

    
      “Turn back.”
    

    

    
      I drew a line on the ground with the tip of my heel.
    

    

    
      “From here on, you can’t take another step forward.”
    

    

    
      The twins exchanged glances and burst into laughter.
    

    

    
      “Puhaha! He’s even crazier than we heard.”
    

    

    
      “Wow. Thought Zhang Fei from the Battlefield Clan just jumped out of a painting.”
    

    

    
      Their flamboyant outfits and exaggerated tone were deceiving—
    

    

    
      they had ignored Lee Yu-seol’s command and acted alone.
    

    

    
      ‘That means they’re skilled enough to do so.’
    

    

    
      The twins crouched low, perfectly in sync like dancers in choreography.
    

    

    
      “Brother. Ready?”
    

    

    
      “Go!”
    

    

    
      The instant the twins charged in unison—
    

    

    
      I quickly rotated my thoughts, formulating a strategy.
    

    

    
      ‘What are their abilities?’
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal, Ggeokdari, Cha Chi-do…
    

    

    
      After facing multiple Awakened, I had learned one thing.
    

    

    
      Understanding your opponent’s ability was crucial in battle.
    

    

    
      I had already done my homework on Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      But the twins—I knew nothing about them.
    

    

    
      And in terms of experience, I was still far behind.
    

    

    
      ‘In that case…’
    

    

    
      I focused mana into both fists.
    

    

    
      ‘Strike first, win first!’
    

    

    
      Then I thrust them forward at once.
    

    

    
      Ding!
    

    

    
      <Judgment of the Superhuman (Special)> activated.
    

    

    
      Puh-buh-bung!
    

    

    
      Mana burst from both my hands like shotgun fire.
    

    

    
      “Kuuk!”
    

    
      “Ghk!”
    

    

    
      The twins collided with each other in the narrow passage and were sent flying far away.
    

    

    
      They rolled across the ground for quite some time before coming to a stop.
    

    

    
      Right where they had first appeared.
    

    

    
      I pointed at the line I had drawn on the ground with my chin.
    

    

    
      “Told you. You’re not crossing that.”
    

    

    
      Though I acted arrogant, I was really checking the message floating in midair.
    

    

    
      <Judgment of the Superhuman (Special)> Ticket: <10/3>
    

    

    
      The skill I had received as a reward was shining.
    

    

    
      ‘Seven uses left.’
    

    

    
      The twins staggered to their feet.
    

    

    
      The yukatas they wore had already turned into ragged tatters.
    

    

    
      “…You shoot energy waves with your fists?”
    

    
      “An energy-type like us?”
    

    

    
      They had concluded that I was the kind who released mana externally.
    

    

    
      ‘Good. Just as planned.’
    

    

    
      Deceiving each other, locked in a fierce battle of wits—
    

    

    
      This was true combat.
    

    

    
      The twins, having taken a solid hit, lost their smirks.
    

    

    
      “Bro.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      Now more serious, they exchanged a silent signal with their eyes.
    

    

    
      Both spun their arms in the air and extended their hands at the same time.
    

    

    
      ‘Like mirrored reflections.’
    

    

    
      My admiration was brief.
    

    

    
      Flames ignited from the older brother’s hand.
    

    

    
      The younger conjured a blue ice shard the size of a baseball.
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      Crack!
    

    

    
      The flames blazed even fiercer, and the ice shard sharpened into a deadly spike.
    

    

    
      I stood in a straight path blocked by container boxes.
    

    

    
      It made defending easier—but depending on the situation, it could also be a disadvantage.
    

    
      Like now.
    

    

    
      The twins hurled fire and ice spikes simultaneously.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn.’
    

    

    
      When a spear comes, the rule is to raise a shield.
    

    

    
      ‘But there’s nowhere to dodge. In that case—’
    

    

    
      Using my wits, I counterattacked head-on.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      Using <Judgment of the Superhuman (Special)>, I altered the trajectory of the fire and ice projectiles.
    

    

    
      The flames ricocheted and struck the concrete wall.
    

    
      The temperature was so intense that the steel flowed down like molten lava.
    

    

    
      The ice spikes tore through the barriers, punching holes in them.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      If those had hit me squarely, it would’ve been fatal.
    

    

    
      And the coordination between the two was near perfect.
    

    

    
      Their attack patterns and timing were extremely difficult to deal with.
    

    

    
      The twins repeated their movements again.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Purple Head. Don’t tell me you’re scared already?”
    

    
      “Hehe. We’re just getting started.”
    

    

    
      The flames in the older brother’s hand expanded and split into more than ten fireballs.
    

    

    
      The younger’s ice swelled to the size of a basketball, increasing the number of spikes.
    

    

    
      Could I really block all that again using the same method?
    

    

    
      “Before we kill you, answer this—do you know anything about the Black Pearl of the Ninth Factory?”
    

    
      “Tell us the truth, and we’ll make it quick. Won’t hurt you more than we have to! Hehehe.”
    

    

    
      So their target was the Black Pearl.
    

    

    
      Behind the mask, my lips curled.
    

    

    
      ‘Idiots.’
    

    

    
      The Black Pearl had already been dealt with.
    

    

    
      Even if they went to the Ninth Factory, there were no drugs left.
    

    

    
      ‘Actually, this works perfectly.’
    

    

    
      I decided to turn this situation into an opportunity—
    

    

    
      to use these hyenas chasing bait to my advantage.
    

    

    
      “Hey, copy-paste twins. Control C, Control V.”
    

    

    
      I pointed at them one after the other.
    

    

    
      The provocation seemed effective—their faces twisted in anger.
    

    

    
      “Hyenas don’t get sick even when they eat rotten meat. You know why?”
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought the random facts I picked up from years working in factories would be useful in a fight?
    

    

    
      Life sure is funny.
    

    

    
      “A hyena’s stomach acid has a pH of 1.5. Its powerful acid kills all bacteria and germs.”
    

    

    
      The older twin let out a dumbfounded laugh.
    

    

    
      “What the hell are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      They were sly and greedy.
    

    

    
      If I set a half-baked trap, I might lose them.
    

    

    
      ‘Time for a frontal assault.’
    

    

    
      I took a step forward.
    

    

    
      “I threw the drugs away. Into a vat of hydrochloric acid boiling like stomach acid.”
    

    

    
      The twins’ relaxed expressions froze instantly.
    

    

    
      “…Is that true?”
    

    

    
      The older brother’s face contorted in fury.
    

    

    
      Two steps, three steps—
    

    

    
      I closed the distance between us.
    

    

    
      “Of course. A hero is always honest.”
    

    

    
      In truth, I was a liar, and this was the final bait.
    

    

    
      “There’s still a little left. I hid it well, though.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t stop running forward.
    

    

    
      “Bro! He’s playing tricks! Just kill him!”
    

    

    
      At the younger’s signal, a long-range barrage came flying.
    

    

    
      As hellfire and razor-sharp frost bore down on me—
    

    

    
      I activated Super Kid’s second ability.
    

    

    
      Ding!
    

    

    
      Purchased.
    

    

    
      <Aura of God> activated.
    

    

    
      Puh-buhng! Puh-puh-buh-buhng!!!
    

    

    
      Flames brushed my face, ice shattered against my body and broke into fragments.
    

    

    
      The twins’ all-out, deadly strike—
    

    

    
      failed to pierce the <Aura of God>, the shield of mana covering my body.
    

    

    
      No, they couldn’t even leave a scratch.
    

    

    
      ‘Now I’m truly invincible!’
    

    

    
      Though the sensations on my face were scalding hot and freezing cold at once.
    

    

    
      <Aura of God> was only a thin shield.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know how long it would hold.
    

    

    
      Taking their full assault head-on, I pushed my speed even higher.
    

    

    
      Whoooosh!
    

    

    
      Fire and ice collided, filling the area with thick steam.
    

    

    
      “Ha-ha-ha! You flew right into your own death like a moth to a flame!”
    

    

    
      “Bro, this bastard’s totally insane!”
    

    

    
      The twins, thinking they’d landed a fatal blow, celebrated their victory.
    

    

    
      5 meters, 4 meters, 3 meters…!
    

    

    
      Only when I was right in front of them did they finally notice something was off.
    

    

    
      “What the—he’s still alive?”
    

    

    
      “Bro! Something’s weird—he doesn’t have a single scratch…”
    

    

    
      Through the steam, I reached out and grabbed both their necks.
    

    

    
      “Ghk!”
    

    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    

    
      They struggled helplessly in my grip.
    

    

    
      “Gotcha, you little troublemakers.”
    

    

    
      The purple mask twisted like a demon’s face— and a smile spread across it.
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      At the very moment when The Twins and Choi Yong-gi were locked in fierce battle.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal and Lee Yu-seol’s group arrived at the Seventh Factory.
    

    

    
      It was the place where the former gangster had stored Black Pearl, and the two-story building where Cha Chi-do’s safe had been kept.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, move!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal rammed his body into the tightly locked door.
    

    

    
      “Hrra-cha-cha!”
    

    

    
      The iron door crumpled like a sheet of paper and shattered.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol and her group walked inside with steady steps.
    

    

    
      The interior looked crudely converted into a makeshift living space.
    

    

    
      Beds and lockers were scattered around, and the cement floor didn’t even have linoleum laid over it.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal pouted.
    

    

    
      “There’s no one here. Did they all bail? Hey! You all hiding ‘cause you’re scared!”
    

    

    
      Leaving the noisy Seo Gwang-pal to himself.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol quietly closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      As she focused her mind, her unique Talent [Sense] activated.
    

    

    
      Space-time unfolded in the darkness.
    

    

    
      Her specialty was sensing life force in all directions.
    

    

    
      It was a detection type.
    

    

    
      There was no one left here, so nothing particular stood out.
    

    

    
      However, mana was like air.
    

    

    
      It existed everywhere on Earth and seeped faintly from all living things.
    

    

    
      The mana lingering where Lee Yu-seol stood was faintly detected.
    

    

    
      ‘A fierce battle took place here…….’
    

    

    
      The clash between two individuals had been so intense that their energies lingered in the air like a mana afterimage.
    

    

    
      Fragmented images flickered chaotically through Lee Yu-seol’s mental landscape.
    

    

    
      Someone swung a dagger, and someone else avoided it.
    

    

    
      Thud!
    

    

    
      At last, the man who’d held the dagger met his death.
    

    

    
      The corner of Lee Yu-seol’s lips lifted.
    

    

    
      The identity of the body buried in the woods behind the industrial complex had been revealed.
    

    

    
      ‘As expected, he’d been murdered.’
    

    

    
      One mystery unraveled.
    

    

    
      The skilled man who’d been here was equivalent to an A-rank Hunter.
    

    

    
      And the one who killed that powerful fighter.
    

    

    
      ‘That person is Purple Devil!’
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal’s voice rang out.
    

    

    
      “This team… no, Boss! You should look at this.”
    

    

    
      He called Lee Yu-seol by a different title—ironically the same one Cha Chi-do had been called in life.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol opened her eyes.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal, standing on the second floor, waved his hand.
    

    

    
      She ascended the stairs with the Dio Guild agents.
    

    

    
      A small room at the end of the hallway.
    

    

    
      The doorknob there had been destroyed.
    

    

    
      ‘Did someone break in?’
    

    

    
      When they pushed the door open and entered, dazzling ornaments revealed themselves.
    

    

    
      Inside a tank was a merfolk; on the floor lay a sabertooth tiger pelt; on the wall was the taxidermied head of a werewolf.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal pointed at an empty safe.
    

    

    
      “Tch. Looks like someone already cleaned it out.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Without a word, Lee Yu-seol turned and went back down the stairs.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, come down.”
    

    

    
      When the guild members gathered on the first floor, Lee Yu-seol searched every corner.
    

    

    
      Then, by chance, she found a black powder beneath a bed.
    

    

    
      ‘This is……’
    

    

    
      She lightly touched it and brought her fingertip to her tongue.
    

    

    
      Everyone grimaced at her action.
    

    

    
      She ignored them and savored the spicy sting on her tongue.
    

    

    
      ‘Huh. Interesting.’
    

    

    
      A corpse, a safe, and even drugs.
    

    

    
      ‘This place is no different from a dungeon den.’
    

    

    
      The outside world was far more brutal than a gate teeming with monsters.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol let out a hollow laugh alone.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal shrugged.
    

    

    
      “Nothing worth seeing here.”
    

    

    
      They’d followed her this far trusting her abilities.
    

    

    
      But there was nothing useful to gain.
    

    

    
      “Seems like our Boss’s instincts have gotten rusty?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal deliberately provoked her.
    

    

    
      But Lee Yu-seol ignored him and activated [Sense] once more.
    

    

    
      Not far from the living quarters.
    

    

    
      There was a tall awakened individual there.
    

    

    
      ‘Found him.’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol opened her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Shut up and follow me.”
    

    

    
      The group followed her toward the inner part of the factory.
    

    

    
      From within the factory, where smoke billowed, came loud noises like metal being cut.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Octopus Head.”
    

    

    
      “Y-Yes.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal answered with swagger.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol pointed at the Seventh Factory with her index finger.
    

    

    
      “Purple Devil is in there.”
    

    

    
      At those words, Seo Gwang-pal’s eyes turned sharp.
    

    

    
      The very bastard who had stolen Big Lava’s mana stone and humiliated him in front of everyone.
    

    

    
      His nemesis was right before him.
    

    

    
      “Boss.”
    

    

    
      Grinding his teeth at the memories of the past, Seo Gwang-pal bowed his head to Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      It was a completely different, respectful attitude from before.
    

    

    
      “Please leave this matter to me.”
    

    

    
      Their official goal was to recruit Purple Devil into the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      But they had an unofficial objective.
    

    

    
      To make him pay dearly for provoking the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol felt the anger rising off Seo Gwang-pal’s body.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal couldn’t defeat Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      However, the Dio Guild had brought more than twenty agents.
    

    

    
      Among them were B-rank combatants stronger than Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      No matter how fearsome Purple Devil was.
    

    

    
      It would be impossible for him to take on all of them at once.
    

    

    
      “Good. Go…….”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol pointed toward the factory with her chin.
    

    

    
      “Bring him back.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    

    
      The moment Lee Yu-seol finished speaking, Seo Gwang-pal put on his elephant mask and strode confidently into the factory.
    

    

    
      “You all follow him in.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      While watching the guild members’ backs, a call came in for Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      The caller was none other than the Dio Guild’s representative, Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s cheeks flushed red in an instant.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon almost never called her directly.
    

    

    
      She cleared her throat, then held the phone with both hands.
    

    

    
      “Yes! Representative!”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s voice flowed from the receiver.
    

    

    
      — Team Leader Lee. How’s the situation progressing?
    

    

    
      “We’ve just found Purple Devil.”
    

    

    
      — That was quick.
    

    

    
      “You know me. As long as I use my ability, this much is nothing. Heheh.”
    

    

    
      — Good. I reviewed the CCTV footage again. That person……
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s voice trembled slightly, as if he was excited.
    

    

    
      — He’s quite strong.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol realized Go Ju-hoon was unusually interested in Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      — Please make sure to bring him. I want to meet him in person.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol grasped the intent hidden between his words.
    

    

    
      Make sure to bring him. Want to meet him personally.
    

    

    
      Meaning—
    

    

    
      Use whatever means necessary.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Representative. I’ll make sure you meet him today.”
    

    

    
      — I trust only you, Team Leader Lee.
    

    

    
      “Oh, and Representative, about Black Pearl by any chance—”
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol froze with the phone still in hand.
    

    

    
      The factory door burst apart, and someone came rolling out.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t Purple Devil, nor did the person look like him.
    

    

    
      “Urgh.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal groaned, blood dripping from his lips.
    

    

    
      — Team Leader Lee?
    

    

    
      Sensing something strange, Go Ju-hoon asked again from the other end.
    

    

    
      — Is something happening?
    

    

    
      Right after that, the Dio Guild members came pouring out of the factory.
    

    

    
      It looked less like they were leaving on their own and more like they were being driven out by someone.
    

    

    
      Then, a group appeared before Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      “You motherfuckers.”
    

    

    
      “You think you can act up here?”
    

    

    
      “Hey. Which crew are you from?”
    

    

    
      Rough speech, glimpses of tattoos.
    

    
      Some were large, intimidating men with harsh faces.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol narrowed her brows.
    

    

    
      ‘A gang?’
    

    

    
      She’d heard rumors that each factory had resident groups these days.
    

    

    
      She hadn’t expected to run into them here.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild agents, wearing hats and masks, looked suspicious enough to attract trouble.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol gripped her phone tightly.
    

    

    
      “Representative, I’ll call you back.”
    

    

    
      As soon as she ended the call, a man walked out from behind.
    

    

    
      A tall, lanky man.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal shot to his feet.
    

    

    
      “You bastards! Do you know who we are? I’m from the Dio Gu—”
    

    

    
      “Hey. I told you to shut it.”
    

    

    
      The cold voice made Seo Gwang-pal close his mouth.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol looked only at the tall, lanky man.
    

    

    
      ‘Is that him?’
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was a C-rank Hunter.
    

    

    
      This man clearly appeared to be above him.
    

    

    
      But—
    

    

    
      ‘……To that extent?’
    

    

    
      They hadn’t begun fighting yet, so it was too early to judge.
    

    

    
      He also looked older than she expected.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s watch a little longer.’
    

    

    
      The lanky man cracked his neck loudly.
    

    

    
      “Gang? What bullshit. We’re not some cheap-ass group.”
    

    

    
      About twenty Dio Guild agents.
    

    

    
      Roughly twenty on the opposing side as well.
    

    

    
      The two sides faced off.
    

    

    
      Wiping the blood from his lips, Seo Gwang-pal snorted.
    

    

    
      “Then what the hell are you?”
    

    

    
      The lanky man, Ki Yeong-cheol, scratched his head roughly as if thinking.
    

    

    
      “Well……”
    

    

    
      He hesitated a moment, looking embarrassed.
    

    

    
      Then he straightened his back and stood firm.
    

    

    
      “We’re the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad.”
    

    

    
      Silence settled over the vast factory.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal was the first to burst into laughter.
    

    

    
      “Puhahaha!! What? What Guardian Squad?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol didn’t laugh. She stared closely at the lanky man.
    

    

    
      She still couldn’t be certain he was Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      “Bullshit. You guys are full of crap. Are you Purple Devil?”
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought Seo Gwang-pal’s reckless question would be useful for once.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol focused on the man’s response.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol, who had remained silent until now, stepped forward.
    

    

    
      “Check for yourself.”
    

    

    
      The moment Ki Yeong-cheol finished speaking, Seo Gwang-pal charged at him headfirst.
    

    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s body bent like taffy, slipping past Seo Gwang-pal’s attack.
    

    

    
      Then he reached toward Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      Clack.
    

    
      He grabbed the top of Seo Gwang-pal’s bald head and roared.
    

    

    
      “Wipe them out!”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild and the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad clashed.
    

    

    
      Dust rose over the dry ground as a full-scale battle erupted.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      The twins, caught by the scruff of their necks in my grasp, flailed at my fingertips.
    

    

    
      “Ghh…….”
    

    

    
      “Khak!”
    

    

    
      What would happen if I used <Judgment of the Superhuman> here?
    

    

    
      Their necks would probably explode with a pop, killing them instantly.
    

    

    
      For a moment, I imagined that scene.
    

    

    
      The twins’ miserable end as they bled profusely and died in my hands.
    

    

    
      Did they sense my killing intent?
    

    

    
      The older twin spoke urgently.
    

    

    
      “……S-Save us!”
    

    

    
      His face flushed red as he barely managed to continue.
    

    

    
      “Please! I-I beg you. I’m fine. Just… spare my little brother.”
    

    

    
      The older brother looked at the younger with a desperate expression.
    

    

    
      The younger twin said,
    

    

    
      “No! At least spare my brother!”
    

    

    
      A hollow laugh escaped me.
    

    

    
      ‘Such tear-jerking brotherly love.’
    

    

    
      I didn’t know who these guys were.
    

    

    
      But they attacked me without a shred of hesitation.
    

    

    
      No doubt they’d committed countless evil acts.
    

    

    
      They had surely killed innocent people without batting an eye.
    

    

    
      What was I hesitating for?
    

    

    
      Why couldn’t I kill them?
    

    

    
      Because I felt sorry for them?
    

    

    
      Or…….
    

    

    
      Could it be that I was afraid of killing someone with my own hands?
    

    

    
      ‘I don’t know.’
    

    

    
      The “twins” variable had twisted things in an odd way.
    

    

    
      Even though their lives were literally in my hands, I couldn’t bring myself to make a firm decision.
    

    

    
      But instinctively, I knew.
    

    

    
      Today, standing against the Dio Guild—
    

    

    
      There was nowhere left to retreat.
    

    

    
      If I wanted to become a hero, I had to choose.
    

    

    
      How I would deal with evil from here on.
    

    

    
      Right before the twins’ eyes rolled back,
    

    

    
      I loosened my grip.
    

    

    
      The twins collapsed to the ground, gasping for air.
    

    

    
      “Gkeuk!”
    

    

    
      “……Huk…… Th-thank you.”
    

    

    
      Looking down at them, I said,
    

    

    
      “You two, follow me. We’re going to the Seventh Factory now.”
    

    

    
      The place Seo Gwang-pal had gone with his group.
    

    

    
      I planned to head there with the twins.
    

    

    
      Once they caught their breath, the twins exchanged uneasy glances.
    

    

    
      “Don’t roll your eyes. I might just kill you.”
    

    

    
      They probably wouldn’t dare attack recklessly, but I needed to make sure they didn’t pull anything stupid.
    

    

    
      Even if they tried to run, I could easily catch them by using Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration>.
    

    

    
      ‘Better to save money as much as possible.’
    

    

    
      I took something out of the hardtack pouch near my thigh and tossed it in front of them.
    

    

    
      Two thick bands.
    

    

    
      The ends lit up with LED when fastened.
    

    

    
      Glow bands used at night as substitutes for blue-element night-vision gear.
    

    

    
      “Put one around your neck.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “This thing?”
    

    

    
      I glared at the twins and drew up all the mana I could.
    

    

    
      “……Ah, understood!”
    

    

    
      “We’ll put it on. But… what is it?”
    

    

    
      As they fastened the bands around their necks, they looked at me anxiously.
    

    

    
      The function was simple.
    

    

    
      They were merely for efficient activity in the dark.
    

    

    
      But I was a hero who lied well.
    

    

    
      “It’s a bomb.”
    

    

    
      Pointing at the P on the center of their foreheads, I continued,
    

    

    
      “If I press this button—boom! It explodes.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “And for the record, if you try to force it off—boom. Same result.”
    

    

    
      The twins trembled as they watched my finger slowly move closer to the P.
    

    

    
      “Try running away if you want.”
    

    

    
      I lied without blinking an eye.
    

    

    
      “I’ll really kill you then.”
    

    

    
      The older twin straightened the open front of his yukata.
    

    

    
      “Little brother.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, big brother.”
    

    

    
      Wearing their dog collars, the two turned into docile sheep as they chatted.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go, Mr. Purple Mask.”
    

    

    
      “We’ve traveled all over the world, so we’re great with directions!”
    

    

    
      And so, with the twins leading the way, we headed to the Seventh Factory.
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      The war between the Dio Guild and the Yeong-cheol Guardian Squad ended so quickly it felt almost futile.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol and his subordinates, their faces badly mangled, knelt in a line.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal wandered back and forth in front of them.
    

    

    
      “Worthless bastards! Getting all cocky.”
    

    

    
      What would have happened if Ki Yeong-cheol and Seo Gwang-pal had fought one-on-one?
    

    

    
      Anyone could tell—Ki Yeong-cheol would have won decisively.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild, who had received professional training, versus amateur thugs.
    

    

    
      The outcome of a team battle was obvious at a glance.
    

    

    
      “Go on! Try getting cocky again!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal kicked Ki Yeong-cheol in the abdomen.
    

    

    
      “Ghk!”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol collapsed without any resistance.
    

    

    
      His subordinates grit their teeth, but it was far from enough to turn the tide.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol watched all of this from behind, her arms crossed.
    

    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    

    
      She did not participate in the fight.
    

    

    
      She had merely observed Ki Yeong-cheol as he fought.
    

    

    
      The way he freely transformed his body like a mirage while battling was quite impressive.
    

    

    
      However, once Seo Gwang-pal and the other Dio Guild agents charged at him as a group, he crumbled helplessly.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s too weak for a Purple Devil.’
    

    

    
      Was he really the person Lee Yu-seol had been looking for?
    

    

    
      Or was she missing something?
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol raised his head, blood streaming from his mouth.
    

    

    
      “Cough, hehe. They say there’s no merchant who can beat a gang-up. No—maybe I’m just getting everything paid back.”
    

    

    
      He recalled, with a bitter smile, how in his younger days he and his comrades had swarmed together to take down a single A-rank Hunter.
    

    

    
      “What the hell are you talking about? Did you get hit so much you lost your mind?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal grabbed Ki Yeong-cheol by the hair and forcibly lifted his head.
    

    

    
      “Hey. You’re not the Purple Devil. You’re way too tall compared to the guy I met back then. And you didn’t even use that weird ability.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol struggled to lift his eyelids, swollen and bruised purple.
    

    

    
      “That bastard’s hiding here, isn’t he? Don’t tell me—it’s one of your subordinates?”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol answered with a foolish grin.
    

    

    
      “What kind of bullshit is that. What Devil? Are you kids playing make-believe?”
    

    

    
      In truth, Ki Yeong-cheol had a vague idea of who the Purple Devil was.
    

    

    
      The day Cha Chi-do died.
    

    

    
      During the clash, Cha Chi-do stabbed a knife into the Purple Devil’s abdomen.
    

    

    
      The next day, Choi Yong-gi, who worked at the Fourth Factory, had a wound in the same spot.
    

    

    
      Was that a coincidence?
    

    

    
      ‘The true identity of the Purple Devil might be Choi Yong-gi.’
    

    

    
      He couldn’t be certain yet, but every circumstance lined up perfectly.
    

    

    
      Either way, Ki Yeong-cheol decided to keep what he knew to himself.
    

    

    
      If it hadn’t been Choi Yong-gi, not only himself—
    

    

    
      Even the younger brothers who followed him would have been slaughtered by Cha Chi-do.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t betray my lifesaver.’
    

    

    
      Having made his decision, Ki Yeong-cheol raised his voice and shouted.
    

    

    
      “Fight me fair and square, just the two of us. You bald bastard!”
    

    

    
      At the fierce momentum of Ki Yeong-cheol glaring at him with bulging veins in his neck, Seo Gwang-pal flinched and stepped back.
    

    

    
      Experience, skill, manliness.
    

    

    
      In no aspect did Seo Gwang-pal surpass Ki Yeong-cheol.
    

    

    
      The only thing he had going for him—just one thing—
    

    

    
      Was the solid backing standing behind Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal subtly glanced back.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol was still silent.
    

    

    
      But Seo Gwang-pal knew.
    

    

    
      ‘She’ll step in eventually.’
    

    

    
      This was an order personally given by CEO Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      They had to take the Purple Devil with them no matter what.
    

    

    
      Though the two disliked each other, right now they were in the same boat.
    

    

    
      After finishing the calculations in his head, Seo Gwang-pal regained his composure.
    

    

    
      “No thanks.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal moved his position.
    

    

    
      To the very end of the line where they were kneeling.
    

    

    
      He stopped in front of one of Ki Yeong-cheol’s subordinates.
    

    

    
      “Hey. You guys. Grab this bastard.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal called over two D-rank agents who were lower-ranked than himself.
    

    

    
      They did as told and pulled Ki Yeong-cheol’s subordinate to his feet.
    

    

    
      “Watch closely.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal looked at Ki Yeong-cheol and grinned.
    

    

    
      Then he smashed his forehead straight into the subordinate’s face.
    

    

    
      Crack! A sickening sound echoed.
    

    

    
      The other man’s nasal bone collapsed, and blood smeared across Seo Gwang-pal’s forehead.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the elephant mask Seo Gwang-pal was wearing was crushed beyond recognition.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s subordinate lost consciousness and collapsed.
    

    

    
      “Kkehehe! Okay. Next!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal did not stop.
    

    

    
      One by one, he pulled Ki Yeong-cheol’s subordinates to their feet.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Longshanks. Keep your mouth shut till the end. I’m having way too much fun right now!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal felt ecstasy every time he tormented the weak.
    

    

    
      Thud! Crack! Crunch!
    

    

    
      Faces caved in, arms snapped, ankles twisted backward.
    

    

    
      Screams poured out from all around, and the Seventh Factory turned into hell.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol trembled with rage and clenched his teeth.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn it. Damn it! Damn it!!’
    

    

    
      He stood at a crossroads.
    

    

    
      Whether to reveal the Purple Devil’s identity and save his subordinates.
    

    

    
      Or to accept a small sacrifice for the greater cause.
    

    

    
      ‘Yong-gi. What should I do?’
    

    

    
      Just as Seo Gwang-pal was about to break another subordinate’s ribs.
    

    

    
      “I’m starting to get bored.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol cut in.
    

    

    
      She found it irritating to just drag things out while satisfying Seo Gwang-pal’s selfish desires.
    

    

    
      She too pulled her cap down low and covered her face with a mask to conceal her identity.
    

    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    

    
      As she stepped forward, Seo Gwang-pal smacked his lips and stopped.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol pointed somewhere.
    

    

    
      “What’s that building?”
    

    

    
      It was the dormitory behind the factory, where foreign laborers were staying.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol clamped his mouth shut, but—
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal grabbed one subordinate’s ribs and forced an answer.
    

    

    
      “Ugh! It’s where the workers rest. People who pulled an all-nighter yesterday are sleeping there.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol crooked a finger at one of the Dio Guild agents.
    

    

    
      He was a B-rank Hunter.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol pointed at the building with her index finger.
    

    

    
      “There.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      The agent spread both arms.
    

    

    
      Mana manifested from his hands, forming arrow shafts.
    

    

    
      He bent his bow and aimed at the building.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “W-What are you doing.”
    

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    

    
      The mana arrow left the bowstring, traced an arc, and pierced through a window of the building.
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      Soon, a thunderous explosion sounded beyond the window as smoke billowed up.
    

    

    
      The archer’s Talent was [Firecracker(firecracker)].
    

    

    
      Its single-shot power was weak, but once the arrow landed, it triggered a chain reaction, scattering sparks like fireworks.
    

    

    
      The agent did not stop and fired another arrow.
    

    

    
      Pshhk! Pshhk!
    

    

    
      Multicolored arrows embroidered the sky as they shattered the windows and flew inside.
    

    

    
      “……No way.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol muttered in a daze.
    

    

    
      A scream was heard from somewhere.
    

    

    
      “Sa, save peo-ple!!”
    

    

    
      A foreign worker opened the window and shouted.
    

    

    
      “Uub!”
    

    

    
      He was poisoned by green smoke and foamed at the mouth.
    

    

    
      Looking closer, angry red heat rashes had bloomed across his skin.
    

    

    
      It was the poison effect, one of the various arrow attacks.
    

    

    
      From another window, flames surged up as pitch-black smoke billowed out.
    

    

    
      “Gyaaah!”
    

    

    
      “Fi, fire!”
    

    

    
      “Aaagh!!!”
    

    

    
      Someone else threw open the front door and ran out.
    

    

    
      Flames leapt onto his clothes, and his hair burned jet-black, smoke curling up from his scalp.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal chuckled at the sight.
    

    

    
      “Oh! He’s one of my comrades!”
    

    

    
      The man with scorched clothes was clutching something precious to his chest.
    

    

    
      It was a stray kitten that had been wandering around the factory.
    

    

    
      Not long ago, he had brought this small life back and had been living together with it in his room.
    

    

    
      “Fi, fire broke out! P-please report it!”
    

    

    
      The foreign worker grabbed the shoulder of Seo Gwang-pal, who was nearby.
    

    

    
      “Where do you think you’re touching, you filthy bastard!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal smashed his fist into the back of his head.
    

    

    
      The foreign worker collapsed while holding the kitten.
    

    

    
      The kitten raised all its fur and growled at Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal paid it no attention and shouted while looking at the dormitory burning fiercely.
    

    

    
      “Yeah! This is it! This is real, exhilarating revenge!”
    

    

    
      At last, Ki Yeong-cheol screamed.
    

    

    
      “Stop it. Stop! You sons of bitches!!!”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal sneered wetly at the wailing Ki Yeong-cheol and grabbed one of his subordinates.
    

    

    
      “It’s still far from over, punk. I’ll show you exactly what happens when you mess with us.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal grabbed the subordinate’s arms and hid behind him.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Archer. Over here. A human target! You little shit! Don’t move! What if you hit me?!”
    

    

    
      The agent firing the bow looked at Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol nodded.
    

    

    
      At that, the agent rotated the bow.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal forcibly pried the subordinate’s mouth open.
    

    

    
      “Now, say ah. Ah~ I’ve always been curious. What happens if that arrow slides down your throat and goes into your belly.”
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol shed tears of blood amid the chaos.
    

    

    
      “Th, thi……!”
    

    

    
      Had he ever felt this powerless before?
    

    

    
      If only he had known it would come to this.
    

    

    
      Instead of drinking, gambling, and stealing.
    

    

    
      He should have trained until he bled.
    

    

    
      He should have become stronger.
    

    

    
      A little more…….
    

    

    
      Instead of using his Awakened abilities for evil.
    

    

    
      He should have tried to protect someone!
    

    

    
      ‘……No, what good is regret now. I’m nothing but trash.’
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s eyes reddened.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m sorry. Yong-gi. I can’t anymore…….’
    

    

    
      He lifted his head.
    

    

    
      “I’ll talk! I’ll tell you who the Purple Devil is! Please stop!”
    

    

    
      But Seo Gwang-pal didn’t care.
    

    

    
      “Too late. Shoot! Now!”
    

    

    
      Pshhk.
    

    

    
      The mana arrow sliced through the air and flew.
    

    

    
      “What’s with this kitten now?”
    

    

    
      At the same time, Seo Gwang-pal tried to kick the hissing kitten.
    

    

    
      Even in that moment, the arrow headed without hesitation toward the subordinate’s mouth.
    

    

    
      Clack.
    

    

    
      And then,
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Everyone held their breath.
    

    

    
      The arrow that had been headed for the subordinate,
    

    

    
      and the kitten were gone.
    

    

    
      It all happened in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      No one knew where he had come from.
    

    

    
      But someone new had appeared.
    

    

    
      A man wearing a crudely patched purple mask and an awkwardly designed suit.
    

    

    
      In one hand, he held the mana arrow.
    

    

    
      With an affectionate touch, he pulled the kitten into his arms and hugged it.
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal flailed uselessly and fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “……Found him.”
    

    

    
      The one she had been so desperately searching for.
    

    

    
      The real one had appeared.
    

    

    
      When smoke began to rise far in the distance, I realized it.
    

    

    
      That something was happening over there.
    

    

    
      It was a good thing I had moved Cha Chi-do’s valuables out of the dormitory in advance.
    

    

    
      ‘To think they’d even set the building on fire.’
    

    

    
      I could see a group far away.
    

    

    
      It was Ki Yeong-cheol’s group, kneeling in front of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      One of the Twins muttered.
    

    

    
      “They’re over there.”
    

    

    
      “It’s those guys.”
    

    

    
      I gauged the distance.
    

    

    
      ‘80 meters? 90 meters?’
    

    

    
      It was quite far.
    

    

    
      From the looks of it, the situation seemed pretty urgent.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s hurry.’
    

    

    
      I spoke to the Twins.
    

    

    
      “That bomb. It’ll explode if you get more than 100 meters away from me.”
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “R-really?”
    

    

    
      I lowered my stance and took a starting position.
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      In that instant, I activated my ability.
    

    

    
      Tiring.
    

    

    
      Purchased Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration>.
    

    

    
      Ten million won.
    

    

    
      As the balance was consumed, I kicked off the ground and sprang forward like a coiled spring.
    

    

    
      Everything began to move slowly.
    

    

    
      I caught a person who had jumped out of the building, unable to endure the thick smoke amid the flames.
    

    

    
      ‘First, save one person.’
    

    

    
      I gently laid the fallen foreign worker on the ground.
    

    

    
      And ran.
    

    

    
      Ran and ran again.
    

    

    
      I lifted the kitten that was trembling at Seo Gwang-pal’s feet.
    

    

    
      Lastly, I snatched the arrow flying toward Ki Yeong-cheol’s subordinate’s mouth.
    

    

    
      After just over about one second, when <Infinite Acceleration> ended, time began to flow normally again.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      I looked around.
    

    

    
      Ki Yeong-cheol’s subordinates were sprawled on the ground like rags.
    

    

    
      The dormitory was blazing fiercely.
    

    

    
      The foreign workers were vomiting and groaning, fleeing the burning dormitory in utter panic.
    

    

    
      To them, this place wasn’t just somewhere to make money.
    

    

    
      Just like me.
    

    

    
      It was a precious place to live, and the only escape from poverty.
    

    

    
      And the Dio Guild destroyed that valuable place in an instant.
    

    

    
      Solely to take revenge on me, they trampled countless people.
    

    

    
      Anger boiled up from my gut and surged all the way to my head.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal looked up at me and stammered.
    

    

    
      “Pu, Purple Devil?”
    

    

    
      I clenched the mana arrow.
    

    

    
      Crack!
    

    

    
      “Yeah. You worthless bastards.”
    

    

    
      I unleashed the seething mana circulating inside my body with all my strength.
    

    

    
      “I am the Purple Devil.”
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      When Purple Devil appeared, Lee Yu-seol activated [Sense].
    

    

    
      Before entering the Ilsan Hunter Factory.
    

    

    
      She had finished investigating the complex.
    

    

    
      There had been a total of three awakened individuals there.
    

    

    
      Among them, the strongest one had become a corpse and been buried in the back mountain.
    

    

    
      The second was that tall man leading the group.
    

    

    
      And lastly.
    

    

    
      The one Lee Yu-seol had judged to be the weakest.
    

    

    
      ‘That man is Purple Devil?’
    

    

    
      He was standing right in front of her.
    

    

    
      She could not understand it at a glance.
    

    

    
      That man had not even registered in Lee Yu-seol’s awareness.
    

    

    
      On the surface, he was merely an awakened individual.
    

    

    
      In reality, he was no different from an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      If judged as a hunter, he might barely manage to scrape into F-rank, if that.
    

    

    
      Especially.
    

    

    
      ‘His talent was awful.’
    

    

    
      Even now, wasn’t that obvious?
    

    

    
      He was venting mana in a fit of anger, but.
    

    

    
      ‘The amount is far too insignificant.’
    

    

    
      Like a kitten he was holding in his arms.
    

    

    
      It was the sight of an infinitely feeble being bristling all its fur.
    

    

    
      ‘His physical abilities don’t seem exceptional either.’
    

    

    
      An atrocious dullard who didn’t even reach the level of average.
    

    

    
      If he had come to apply for an interview at the Dio Guild, he would have been eliminated at the document screening stage.
    

    

    
      ‘But…….’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol did not let down her guard.
    

    

    
      She scanned her surroundings.
    

    

    
      That man had saved someone falling from the factory, snatched a cat, and blocked mana arrows.
    

    

    
      ‘……When did he do all that?’
    

    

    
      It was a speed even Lee Yu-seol, an A-rank hunter, could not perceive.
    

    

    
      ‘Magic-type?’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol shook her head.
    

    

    
      There was no way she, who had mastered [Sense], would fail to notice an awakened individual who used magic.
    

    

    
      ‘Illusion? No. This is something that bastard actually did.’
    

    

    
      It was impossible to accomplish all of that with mere sleight of hand.
    

    

    
      If so, there was only one conclusion.
    

    

    
      ‘That means he has a special talent.’
    

    

    
      As Lee Yu-seol stared at Purple Devil, the Twins came running over belatedly, panting heavily, to her side.
    

    

    
      “Gasp, huff! We’re here!”
    

    

    
      “Please don’t blow us up!”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s face twisted severely.
    

    

    
      The Twins were each wearing crude dog collars around their necks, with LED lights blinking.
    

    

    
      The ones they were begging were not Lee Yu-seol, but Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      ‘To turn those violent Twins into meek lambs. How on earth did he do it?’
    

    

    
      The corner of Lee Yu-seol’s mouth slowly lifted.
    

    

    
      One of her bad habits.
    

    

    
      Even in situations where her life was in danger, her curiosity took precedence.
    

    

    
      ‘What on earth could it be?’
    

    

    
      Her heart thumped loudly with anticipation and fear.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol slowly walked toward Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, I’ll just have to check.’
    

    

    
      Standing before Purple Devil, she removed her hat and mask.
    

    

    
      Her glossy bob-cut hair flowed down like silk.
    

    

    
      “Please calm down. Mr. Purple Devil.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol smiled with her eyes and blatantly deployed her feminine charms.
    

    

    
      When she set her mind to seducing someone, there were almost none who did not fall for it.
    

    

    
      “I am Lee Yu-seol from the Dio Guild. We’re just here to make a proposal.”
    

    

    
      Despite her smile, Purple Devil gave no response.
    

    

    
      “Uh…….”
    

    

    
      The man who had been knocked unconscious after being struck on the back of the head by Seo Gwang-pal opened his eyes.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil placed the kitten into his arms.
    

    

    
      “Hurry and go.”
    

    

    
      “……Yesh. Tha, thank you!”
    

    

    
      The foreign worker clutched the kitten and ran off as if fleeing.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol let out a snort of laughter.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s see how long you can keep ignoring me.’
    

    

    
      She stood facing Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      She looked into his deep, profound eyes beyond the mask.
    

    

    
      “How about taking off the mask? I feel like you’d be quite handsome.”
    

    

    
      With a catlike motion, Lee Yu-seol reached her hand toward Purple Devil’s face.
    

    

    
      Smack.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil grabbed Lee Yu-seol’s wrist.
    

    

    
      “Let me ask you one thing.”
    

    

    
      His flashing gaze landed on Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      “Sure. Ask me anything.”
    

    

    
      “Why are you going this far?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol smiled.
    

    

    
      “Why, you ask……. Are you questioning the justification of the act? Fine. I’ll answer. First, it’s to invite you to our guild.”
    

    

    
      Purple Devil glared at Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      She was deliberating.
    

    

    
      ‘Should I take him politely. Or drag him away by force.’
    

    

    
      Since she had to carry out the president’s orders, she had to achieve the objective no matter what.
    

    

    
      Of course, by any means necessary.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous, but…… should I provoke him just a little? I’m curious about his reaction.’
    

    

    
      With her wrist still held by Purple Devil, Lee Yu-seol thrust out her chest.
    

    

    
      Her unique scent spread through the air.
    

    

    
      “Our president wants to meet you. But that’s only the superficial reason.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol raised her other hand.
    

    

    
      With her long index finger, she poked Purple Devil’s chest.
    

    

    
      “You attacked one of our guild’s hunters first, didn’t you? That’s practically the same as laying hands on the entire Dio Guild. Hehe.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol flicked her pink tongue.
    

    

    
      ‘So, what will you do now?’
    

    

    
      Purple Devil let out a breath.
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      His voice lowered.
    

    

    
      “So you’re saying you attacked one of your guild members, then came swarming in like this to vent your anger on innocent people. That’s what this is, right?”
    

    

    
      “Well, you could say that.”
    

    

    
      That was when it happened.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal strode forward.
    

    

    
      “Ha! So you finally showed up! Do you know how long I’ve been looking for you!”
    

    

    
      If this were the usual Lee Yu-seol, she would have stopped Seo Gwang-pal for butting in out of nowhere.
    

    

    
      But she let Seo Gwang-pal be.
    

    

    
      ‘You’re probably boiling inside right now, aren’t you? Go on, go wild like before. This time, I won’t miss a thing.’
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal shouted.
    

    

    
      “Hey! Purple-headed bastard! You remember me? Heh heh! I’ll let you experience hell today. Where should I break you first!”
    

    

    
      Purple Devil continued speaking while keeping his gaze fixed on Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      “So that was all it took. That’s what you’re saying?”
    

    

    
      “All it took? This man right here. He even ended up hospitalized because of you. Isn’t that right?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol pointed at Seo Gwang-pal.
    

    

    
      The air around the two tightened like a fully drawn bowstring.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal stood beside Purple Devil, veins bulging in his neck as he spat saliva.
    

    

    
      “You son of a bitch! You really don’t remember me……!”
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal stopped mid-sentence with his mouth open.
    

    

    
      No, he had no choice but to stop.
    

    

    
      “Cough.”
    

    

    
      Purple Devil’s fist had pierced through Seo Gwang-pal’s abdomen.
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal coughed emptily as blood flowed from the corner of his mouth.
    

    

    
      It happened in an instant, so no one understood what had occurred.
    

    

    
      “Th, this. What…….”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal looked down at Purple Devil’s fist impaled through his stomach.
    

    

    
      The Twins and every member of the Dio Guild gaped.
    

    

    
      No one dared to move rashly.
    

    

    
      Goosebumps rose along one side of Lee Yu-seol’s cheek.
    

    

    
      “Kgh!”
    

    

    
      She frowned deeply and pressed her forehead.
    

    

    
      A sensation so intense that Lee Yu-seol could hardly bear it assaulted her.
    

    

    
      ‘Th, that’s impossible.’
    

    

    
      She slowly raised her head.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil pulled his fist, beaded with fresh blood, out of Seo Gwang-pal’s abdomen.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s [Sense] reacted as if screaming.
    

    

    
      Goooo!!!
    

    

    
      Mana surged from Purple Devil’s fist.
    

    

    
      To a degree that far surpassed the capacity of Lee Yu-seol, an A-rank hunter.
    

    

    
      “You asked if I hit him, right?”
    

    

    
      Purple Devil raised his fist, blood dripping from it.
    

    

    
      “You’re wrong.”
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal trembled violently, seized by terror.
    

    

    
      “Th, this fucking……!”
    

    

    
      Splat!
    

    

    
      Seo Gwang-pal’s skull, struck by Purple Devil’s fist, scattered through the air.
    

    

    
      Splat!
    

    

    
      A warm piece of scalp, sticky with brain matter, slapped against Lee Yu-seol’s face.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol simply stood there, frozen in a daze.
    

    

    
      Ironically.
    

    

    
      The childish name Purple Devil fit perfectly.
    

    

    
      ‘……A real demon.’
    

    

    
      The purple fiend stood beside Seo Gwang-pal’s headless body and spoke.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t hit him. I killed him.”
    

    

    
      He spoke toward Lee Yu-seol and the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      “You’re going to die soon too.”
    

    

    
      “All of you.”
    

    

    
      I looked down at Seo Gwang-pal’s corpse, now deprived of its head.
    

    

    
      My first kill.
    

    

    
      If someone asked how I felt.
    

    

    
      ‘Nothing in particular.’
    

    

    
      I had never truly used <Judgment of the Superhuman> except when I killed Big Lava.
    

    

    
      It was such an overwhelmingly powerful force that I feared killing my opponent if I lost even a little control.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Just now, I had struck Seo Gwang-pal’s head with all my strength.
    

    

    
      It was no different from the time with Big Lava.
    

    

    
      The unpleasant sensation of something bursting the instant it touched my fingertips.
    

    

    
      There was no pleasure to be found in it.
    

    

    
      ‘To think there are people who enjoy this. I can never forgive them.’
    

    

    
      I grabbed Lee Yu-seol’s trembling wrist and turned around.
    

    

    
      I shouted toward the entire Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      “Listen carefully, all of you!”
    

    

    
      My voice boomed across the barren ground.
    

    

    
      “From now on, I won’t let a single one of you escape! There’s no point in running!”
    

    

    
      The Twins, hearing my words, flailed their hands in panic.
    

    

    
      “W, wait!”
    

    

    
      “We’re on your side!”
    

    

    
      I couldn’t hear anything.
    

    

    
      My vision felt like it would be swallowed by boiling rage.
    

    

    
      “Shut up! You too, who came here with them.”
    

    

    
      I activated <Judgment of the Superhuman> in the grip holding Lee Yu-seol’s wrist.
    

    

    
      “I’ll kill you all.”
    

    

    
      Before the words were even finished, Lee Yu-seol recoiled in shock and retreated.
    

    

    
      Rip!
    

    

    
      The skin on Lee Yu-seol’s wrist, caught in my grasp, was shredded to pieces.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know what kind of ability she had used, but she must have struggled desperately to live.
    

    

    
      ‘Thanks to that, she saved one wrist.’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol seemed to be drawing up her mana and focusing her mind.
    

    

    
      She stared at me intently, trying not to miss a single one of my movements, but.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s useless.’
    

  Chapter 28: The Butterfly Effect. (6)

    
      Chapter 28: The Butterfly Effect. (6)
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon frowned at the call that had abruptly been cut off.
    

    

    
      The other party had scalled himself Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      According to his own words, he said he had killed everyone in the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      “……How dare you.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon, who rarely showed emotion in front of others, was seized by extreme fury.
    

    

    
      The cellphone clenched in his hand shattered into pieces.
    

    

    
      “An insolent bastard!”
    

    

    
      He had grown up in a wealthy family, awakened early in his teens, and rose to become an S-rank Hunter at a young age.
    

    

    
      Inheriting the Dio Guild founded by his father, Go Ju-hoon built a kingdom of his own.
    

    

    
      He was filled with pride in his life.
    

    

    
      His father had always said this.
    

    

    
      “Ju-hoon. We are special. Always remember this.”
    

    

    
      Having grown up under a unique form of family education since childhood, Go Ju-hoon matured into an adult full of narcissistic tendencies.
    

    

    
      In front of the mass media, he put on a show of performative humility.
    

    

    
      But in reality, Go Ju-hoon believed himself to be superior.
    

    

    
      Whatever he wanted, he had to obtain, and any force that interfered was dealt with by any means necessary.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon looked down at the broken cellphone.
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, the call had come through Lee Yu-seol’s phone.
    

    

    
      Was she dead too?
    

    

    
      ‘Well, it doesn’t matter.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon had no concern whatsoever for Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      To someone with narcissistic personality disorder like him, the only things that mattered were higher status and success.
    

    

    
      And the attention of those around him.
    

    

    
      His ability to empathize with others was strikingly low, so losing subordinates did not stir much emotion in him.
    

    

    
      ‘Parts can just be replaced. More importantly…….’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon stood facing the bookshelf in the CEO’s office.
    

    

    
      When he pressed the button hidden in the wall, a locking mechanism disengaged with a sound, and the bookshelf slid open.
    

    

    
      Inside, a glossy suit revealed itself.
    

    

    
      It was a special-order product from the conglomerate <Seosan> Group, a partner company of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s been a while.’
    

    

    
      The last time Go Ju-hoon had entered a gate was half a year ago.
    

    

    
      After ascending to the CEO position, there had been no need for him to personally hunt monsters.
    

    

    
      He finished suiting up.
    

    

    
      Since it was a special-order item, it fit his body perfectly without the slightest error.
    

    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon focused his mind and drew up his mana.
    

    

    
      A gust of wind erupted, throwing the office furnishings into disarray.
    

    

    
      Goooo.
    

    

    
      He clenched his fist and lifted the corner of his mouth.
    

    

    
      ‘Yes. This is it.’
    

    

    
      What was a Hunter, anyway.
    

    

    
      Someone who blocked gates and protected cities?
    

    

    
      Someone who protected civilians from monsters?
    

    

    
      Everyone had a different definition.
    

    

    
      But what Go Ju-hoon defined was this.
    

    

    
      A Hunter was—
    

    

    
      Those born to grow stronger by hunting and killing!
    

    

    
      Because he had been lax in training recently, his combat instincts had dulled.
    

    

    
      Dreaming of entering politics, he had wasted time meeting useless celebrities, leaving him short on training hours.
    

    

    
      ‘This works out better.’
    

    

    
      It was a chance to finally show his abilities after a long time.
    

    

    
      The anger that had boiled up because of Purple Devil gradually turned into competitive zeal.
    

    

    
      Including Go Ju-hoon, there were fewer than ten S-rank Hunters in the country.
    

    

    
      Even they avoided sparring with other high-rankers, making excuses about injuries.
    

    

    
      ‘When was the last time I truly faced someone?’
    

    

    
      ‘When was the last time I fought a life-or-death battle!’
    

    

    
      More than twenty people had been dispatched to the Ilsan Hunter Industrial Complex.
    

    

    
      Among them were B-rank Hunters, as well as the Twins from the upper tier of A-rank and Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      To have annihilated them all in one go meant…….
    

    

    
      ‘At least S-rank.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s heart pounded sharply at the thought of facing a worthy opponent.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon picked up the office phone and contacted his secretary.
    

    

    
      Yes. Sir.
    

    

    
      “I’m issuing Code X.”
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild had various code names prepared for emergency situations.
    

    

    
      Code X meant, ‘All forces assume combat readiness in preparation for an external attack.’
    

    

    
      R-right now?
    

    

    
      “Do I need to say it twice?”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon issued the order coldly, stripping away his usually gentle tone.
    

    

    
      Understood! I will carry it out as ordered.
    

    

    
      “Open the rooftop as well.”
    

    

    
      Yes. Sir.
    

    

    
      As Go Ju-hoon left the CEO’s office, he made a resolution.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s change the plan.’
    

    

    
      Originally, he had intended to recruit Purple Devil into the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      But now that he knew his strength, all plans were altered.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ll use him as prey.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s talent was [Devour (Predation)].
    

    

    
      Each time he killed a strong opponent, his stats rose dramatically.
    

    

    
      The reason he had not been able to rise another step higher was because he had not encountered an enemy worthy of it.
    

    

    
      Perhaps this was a golden opportunity.
    

    

    
      A position he had been forced to give up after hitting a wall.
    

    

    
      ‘This time, I’ll rise to SS-rank.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon headed to the top floor of the building via the emergency stairs.
    

    

    
      The truck Lee Yu-seol was driving entered Gangnam-daero.
    

    

    
      She skillfully turned the steering wheel and drove.
    

    

    
      For a Hunter, this level of execution was basic.
    

    

    
      After being kicked by me and rolling across the ground, her clothes were filthy, and one cheek was scraped, leaving a raw wound.
    

    

    
      But she had no mental capacity to care about such trivial things.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s hands gripping the steering wheel trembled.
    

    

    
      There was no need for something like a fake bomb necklace.
    

    

    
      She glanced at me.
    

    

    
      “You. Are you really going to meet CEO Go Ju-hoon?”
    

    

    
      Raindrops fell outside the window.
    

    

    
      My face was reflected in the rainwater streaming down the glass.
    

    

    
      To conceal my identity, I had thrown a factory raincoat over my suit.
    

    

    
      With the hood pulled up as well, I looked vaguely like a mage wearing a robe.
    

    

    
      “……He’s much stronger than me. And he’s cold-blooded. If you don’t bend, he won’t let you go easily.”
    

    

    
      For some reason, Lee Yu-seol tried to persuade me.
    

    

    
      “CEO Go is someone I know well. Just bow your head deeply and beg for forgiveness. Then he’ll forgive you.”
    

    

    
      When no answer came back, Lee Yu-seol turned her head.
    

    

    
      “One apology. And joining the Dio Guild. Then everything ends. Why are you making things so difficult?”
    

    

    
      Humans were not rational creatures.
    

    

    
      They were beings who rationalized their actions.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol, just because I had attacked Seo Gwang-pal,
    

    

    
      had threatened the entire industrial complex.
    

    

    
      As if she had completely forgotten that fact, she was pointing out my actions instead.
    

    

    
      Of course, I too was no different in being someone who rationalized.
    

    

    
      Because Seo Gwang-pal was, by the standards I had set, a perfectly bad bastard.
    

    

    
      I had no regrets about killing him.
    

    

    
      Even if a trivial incident became a butterfly effect and threatened my life.
    

    

    
      I would fight them head-on.
    

    

    
      “If you don’t stop now, you’ll definitely regret it…….”
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “Shut up. Before I regret letting you live.”
    

    

    
      At my growling voice, Lee Yu-seol shrank back again.
    

    

    
      Only now did I realize it.
    

    

    
      <Judgment of the Superhuman> was a powerful force, but it was like a double-edged sword.
    

    

    
      Depending on what I decided.
    

    

    
      I could turn Big Lava into a slab of meat and save people.
    

    

    
      Or I could knead someone’s head into paste and kill them.
    

    

    
      My talent, [Purchase (Purchase)].
    

    

    
      The ability to buy the powers of a hero I admired.
    

    

    
      How this fraudulent skill was used,
    

    

    
      the system did not care.
    

    

    
      Even if I were to stand on the side of evil, it would not interfere.
    

    

    
      Therefore, what kind of hero I would become depended entirely…….
    

    

    
      ‘On my choice.’
    

    

    
      The truck stopped in front of the building.
    

    

    
      Someone who looked like a Dio Guild agent approached.
    

    

    
      “You can’t park here. Move the car. Hurry!”
    

    

    
      A highly overbearing tone.
    

    

    
      When Lee Yu-seol rolled down the window and removed the hat she had pulled low, his reaction changed.
    

    

    
      “Team Leader Lee? What brings you here? Weren’t you deployed today?”
    

    

    
      Her gaze shifted toward the building.
    

    

    
      All the armed members of the Dio Guild were guarding the building entrance.
    

    

    
      By sheer number alone, there seemed to be well over fifty of them.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol spoke.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not sure either. I heard the CEO issued Code X.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol opened the car door.
    

    

    
      “Take the truck to the parking lot.”
    

    

    
      “……Understood.”
    

    

    
      The agent obediently followed her instructions.
    

    

    
      I got out as well, following Lee Yu-seol as she stepped down from the truck.
    

    

    
      Cold raindrops falling onto my face gradually grew heavier.
    

    

    
      The building entrance was a revolving door.
    

    

    
      Anyone passing through underwent a thorough identity check.
    

    

    
      All the armed agents guarding the main entrance were wearing suits.
    

    

    
      “You see? From here on, outsiders are prohibited. It’s an emergency, so security is tighter than usual.”
    

    

    
      She glanced at me cautiously.
    

    

    
      “I can go in, but you can’t. The CEO’s office is in the penthouse. To get there, it means you’d have to deal with everyone here. So, that’s why I said earlier it’d be better to stop.”
    

    

    
      All the way here, I had been thinking.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong I had become,
    

    

    
      I couldn’t fight the entire Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      My abilities were bound by a restriction.
    

    

    
      A restriction called [Awakener’s Balance].
    

    

    
      If I waged war against everyone here, I’d hit zero won in no time.
    

    

    
      ‘Therefore, I need to come up with a plan.’
    

    

    
      The building in front of me was a Tower of Babel incarnate.
    

    

    
      It was a super high-rise on a completely different level from a two-story gang building.
    

    

    
      Sneaking in through a window using wires was unthinkable.
    

    

    
      As I lifted my head to inspect the building, I noticed something.
    

    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    

    
      At the very top of the building.
    

    

    
      A red light flashed there.
    

    

    
      Following my gaze, Lee Yu-seol’s expression changed.
    

    

    
      “Ah……. Green means normal conditions, red means wartime status. You know the <Gangnam Sky Gate> incident from three years ago, right? This is the first time the rooftop has been opened since then.”
    

    

    
      <Gangnam Sky Gate>.
    

    

    
      It was an incident where a gate had opened in the sky.
    

    

    
      Amid the appearance of countless flying-type monsters, even a dragon had emerged—an unprecedented disaster.
    

    

    
      Since there was no Hunter in South Korea capable of flight, countless people were helplessly sacrificed.
    

    

    
      At the time, Go Ju-hoon had also participated in the battle, slaughtered numerous pterosaur-type monsters, and risen to S-rank.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol pointed toward the tip of the spire.
    

    

    
      “CEO Go Ju-hoon is probably up there.”
    

    

    
      Had he prepared a battlefield to face me one-on-one? Was that it.
    

    

    
      Was it confidence that I would fight through the troops and come up.
    

    

    
      Or an expression of anticipation for a duel with me.
    

    

    
      I roughly grasped Go Ju-hoon’s character.
    

    

    
      ‘Quite confident.’
    

    

    
      Many people passed through the revolving doors.
    

    

    
      “How many floors are there?”
    

    

    
      “Eighty-eight floors. The rooftop is above that.”
    

    

    
      Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration> had a limit of 1 km per use.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s enough.’
    

    

    
      I lowered my stance and completed the payment.
    

    

    
      Ding.
    

    

    
      Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration> is activated.
    

    

    
      “I’m going ahead.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? Where? W-wait…….”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol hurriedly closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      She must have activated her ability to track my whereabouts.
    

    

    
      But it was already too late.
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      The moment I pushed off with one foot, I dashed forward.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild members didn’t even recognize me.
    

    

    
      I passed through the revolving door long before and headed up via the emergency stairs instead of the elevator.
    

    

    
      Pabababak!!!
    

    

    
      I stepped on thousands of steps, again and again.
    

    

    
      “Ghk!”
    

    

    
      My calves and thigh muscles screamed, and my heart pounded as if it were about to burst.
    

    

    
      Using <Infinite Acceleration> more than twice a day put a strain on the body.
    

    

    
      Perhaps my body still couldn’t endure hero-level abilities.
    

    

    
      Grrrk! Thunder rumbled in my stomach.
    

    

    
      ‘……I’m hungry.’
    

    

    
      It felt as if the skin on my back was sticking to itself.
    

    

    
      As my metabolism accelerated, the food in my stomach was consumed in an instant.
    

    

    
      This too was exactly as Speeder was designed.
    

    

    
      Reeling from fatigue, I stopped moving.
    

    

    
      There was nowhere left to go upward.
    

    

    
      “……Huff, huff.”
    

    

    
      At last, I reached the 88th floor.
    

    

    
      All that remained was the steel door leading to the rooftop.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I grabbed the handle and opened it.
    

    

    
      Whoooosh.
    

    

    
      Violent wind and rain lashed against my eyes.
    

    

    
      Through the blurred vision, I saw the silhouette of someone standing in the middle of the helipad.
    

    

    
      I took off the robe.
    

    

    
      With splashing footsteps, I approached him.
    

    

    
      The other party spoke.
    

    

    
      “Purple Devil. We finally meet.”
    

    

    
      Like me, Go Ju-hoon was clad in armor over his entire body.
    

    

    
      If mine was a crude handmade suit,
    

    

    
      his was cutting-edge.
    

    

    
      At a glance, it was clearly not mass-produced.
    

    

    
      ‘……A custom order.’
    

    

    
      I shook my head to shake off my professional habits.
    

    

    
      ‘Focus.’
    

    

    
      The opponent was an S-rank Hunter.
    

    

    
      An absolute powerhouse I had never encountered before.
    

    

    
      Shhhaaaa.
    

    

    
      The downpour intensified.
    

    

    
      Mana emanating from Go Ju-hoon’s body writhed ominously.
    

    

    
      “Before killing you, I’ll say a word out of courtesy.”
    

    

    
      He grinned and pointed at a puddle filled with rainwater.
    

    

    
      “Kneel. You insolent bastard.”
    

    

    
      I found a common trait of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      The moment things went south, they immediately revealed their true colors.
    

    

    
      “We’ll see who kneels.”
    

    

    
      Amid the torrential rain, two ferocious beasts charged at each other.
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      After Purple Devil disappeared in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol stood there as if frozen in place.
    

    

    
      ‘What on earth was that…….’
    

    

    
      Only then did she strain to confirm Purple Devil’s ability through [Sense].
    

    

    
      But it was useless.
    

    

    
      The speed at which Purple Devil kicked off the ground and shot away was something her senses simply could not keep up with.
    

    

    
      Probably no one among them had noticed.
    

    

    
      That Purple Devil had already infiltrated the Dio Guild building.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol had witnessed countless powerful individuals while living as a hunter.
    

    

    
      The head of another guild who ran across water and instantly subdued an aquatic monster.
    

    

    
      A different race inside a gate that rendered an entire combat unit unconscious.
    

    

    
      A nationwide villain who had dismembered and murdered seven A-rank hunters on site.
    

    

    
      Each and every one of them was an unforgettable memory etched into her mind.
    

    

    
      ‘They were all monsters.’
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      None of them possessed physical abilities as astonishing as Purple Devil’s.
    

    

    
      ‘I couldn’t even catch him in my sight, let alone sense him.’
    

    

    
      How. How much.
    

    

    
      What kind of training would it take to reach such a realm.
    

    

    
      Ten years? Twenty years? A lifetime?
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol bit her lip.
    

    

    
      ‘No. He far exceeded human limits to begin with.’
    

    

    
      Then there was only one answer.
    

    

    
      He must have been granted a special talent upon awakening.
    

    

    
      No matter how coldly she analyzed it, she could not understand it.
    

    

    
      ‘What kind of talent did he have…….’
    

    

    
      Before she could finish her thought, an explosion rang out from the sky.
    

    

    
      Bang!!!
    

    

    
      A rain mixed with fragments of sand poured down as the entire building shook.
    

    

    
      The source of the shockwave was the building’s rooftop.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild agents guarding the entrance looked up in shock.
    

    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    

    
      “What is that now?”
    

    

    
      “……My God.”
    

    

    
      A mass of mana burst like fireworks atop the building.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      In the darkness, her awareness moved toward the tip of the spire.
    

    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol clutched her temples.
    

    

    
      Two beings of a higher level than her were fighting.
    

    

    
      One was Go Ju-hoon, the head of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      The other was Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      The two exchanged fierce blows, neither yielding an inch.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol wondered.
    

    

    
      The fight between Go Ju-hoon and Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      ‘Who will win?’
    

    

    
      Not long after, Lee Yu-seol’s expression noticeably relaxed.
    

    

    
      The balance was gradually tipping.
    

    

    
      The one being driven on the defensive was…….
    

    

    
      ‘Purple Devil!’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol felt relieved.
    

    

    
      ‘That’s more like it.’
    

    

    
      The man she trusted, the man she truly loved.
    

    

    
      There was no way Go Ju-hoon would lose to a lowlife like that.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol headed toward the building entrance.
    

    

    
      Then she shouted to everyone gathered there.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, attention!”
    

    

    
      When the armed agents spotted Lee Yu-seol, they snapped to attention.
    

    

    
      “A high-risk villain has infiltrated the Dio Guild interior!”
    

    

    
      The agents stared blankly at one another, question marks practically floating over their heads.
    

    

    
      “……When?”
    

    

    
      “We didn’t see a single rat.”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol raised her voice.
    

    

    
      “The head of the Dio Guild is fighting that bastard right now. Are you just going to stand by and watch!”
    

    

    
      At a glance, the guild looked like a tightly united armed group, but its structure was no different from a large corporation.
    

    

    
      The agents who worked for money had no sense of mission or deep loyalty.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild was usually ill-behaved, a rabble of good-for-nothings who caused trouble whenever they got the chance and had nowhere else to go.
    

    

    
      The agents held special feelings toward Go Ju-hoon, who had taken them in.
    

    

    
      “We’re going to support CEO Go! Pass the word! All forces, charge to the rooftop!”
    

    

    
      Determination filled the agents’ faces.
    

    

    
      “Yes! Understood!”
    

    

    
      “What kind of guts-less bastard dares!”
    

    

    
      “May I take that bastard’s head myself!”
    

    

    
      Someone raised a hand.
    

    

    
      “Team Leader Lee. With Code X active, the elevators are stopped, so it seems it’ll be difficult to reach the rooftop.”
    

    

    
      When the Dio Guild building entered combat mode, the elevators automatically stopped.
    

    

    
      If someone forcibly activated them, the doors would close and immediately explode.
    

    

    
      If an intruder unaware of this fact broke in.
    

    

    
      They would melt in a blazing inferno, trapped inside the elevator.
    

    

    
      The bomb was only disarmed when Code X was解除.
    

    

    
      “What should we do, Team Leader Lee?”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol deliberated.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil had also avoided the elevators and headed for the emergency stairs.
    

    

    
      He must have judged that route to be faster and more efficient.
    

    

    
      Eighty-eight floors. And then the rooftop.
    

    

    
      For an ordinary person, it would take at least thirty minutes, maybe an hour.
    

    

    
      But for trained Dio Guild agents.
    

    

    
      ‘Ten minutes is enough!’
    

    

    
      What would happen on the rooftop during that time was impossible to predict.
    

    

    
      ‘It might already be over.’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol predicted Go Ju-hoon’s victory.
    

    

    
      ‘Purple Devil will be a corpse.’
    

    

    
      With a smile on her lips, she dashed through the revolving door.
    

    

    
      “Run!”
    

    

    
      Swoooosh.
    

    

    
      Rainwater soaked my suit and streamed down my body.
    

    

    
      “……Huff, huff.”
    

    

    
      After just a few exchanges, my body was completely battered.
    

    

    
      One eye was swollen shut, to the point I couldn’t see out of it.
    

    

    
      The jaw portion of my mask had been torn away.
    

    

    
      Fresh cuts carved all over my body stung sharply.
    

    

    
      Both fists throbbed as if I had punched solid rock.
    

    

    
      The spots where Go Ju-hoon had pummeled me ached.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    

    
      Right before clashing with him.
    

    

    
      I had purchased Super Kid’s <Aura of God>.
    

    

    
      Mana spread over my entire body, forming a thin protective layer.
    

    

    
      Ordinary blades or bullets couldn’t leave even a small scratch on my skin.
    

    

    
      Even The Twins hadn’t been able to break through the barrier.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong a diamond was, if force beyond its limit was applied, it shattered to pieces.
    

    

    
      The shield that enveloped me was helplessly torn apart by Go Ju-hoon’s attacks.
    

    

    
      The impact transferred directly to my organs.
    

    

    
      “Cough.”
    

    

    
      A mouthful of blood spilled out.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon washed the blood off his hand with rainwater.
    

    

    
      “There was a lot of talk, but you’re nothing special.”
    

    

    
      The amount of mana emanating from his body surged.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “My talent is [Devour (Predation)]. It’s effective when killing an opponent, but every time I clash with an enemy, experience piles up.”
    

    

    
      To reveal his own ability so casually.
    

    

    
      It was hard to see it as mere confidence.
    

    

    
      That bastard was…….
    

    

    
      “At first, everyone’s like you. They boldly stand up to me.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon curled the corner of his lips into a sneer.
    

    

    
      “In the end, they all died miserably by my hand.”
    

    

    
      He wrapped his body with both arms.
    

    

    
      “Mana. Isn’t it amazing? Sometimes it’s warm, sometimes ice-cold, and sometimes it excites people like a drug.”
    

    

    
      A thoroughly arrogant narcissist.
    

    

    
      Only then did I come face to face with Go Ju-hoon’s true nature.
    

    

    
      “It feels like becoming a god. No, I really will become a god. Standing at the pinnacle of this world. If that isn’t a god, then what is.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon stretched out both hands.
    

    

    
      Shapes emerged through the wavering rain.
    

    

    
      “Giiik!”
    

    

    
      “Gigegek!”
    

    

    
      “Kkegek!”
    

    

    
      Three figures that vaguely resembled Go Ju-hoon burst forth.
    

    

    
      My skin was pale, and my hair was long.
    

    

    
      I was naked, but my genitals were not visible.
    

    

    
      The three of them were wearing leashes, and Go Ju-hoon was holding those leashes.
    

    

    
      They were truly bizarre beyond description.
    

    

    
      Creatures that could not naturally occur in reality.
    

    

    
      ‘Was it a Make-type.’
    

    

    
      A lineage that materialized things through mana.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon had materialized living beings.
    

    

    
      None other than himself.
    

    

    
      “I’m not interested in people other than myself. I focus solely on me, and then focus again.”
    

    

    
      And the result was.
    

    

    
      Those puppet dolls.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon slung an arm around one of his clones’ shoulders.
    

    

    
      “My friends obey any order I give them.”
    

    

    
      Looking closely, they were slightly taller and more muscular than him.
    

    

    
      “If I tell them to kill each other, they’ll rush at one another without hesitation.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon threw something onto the ground.
    

    

    
      It was a dog leash made of iron.
    

    

    
      “I’ll give you two choices. First, you become my dog.”
    

    

    
      He pointed at the leash.
    

    

    
      “Put it on and swear. That you’ll do exactly as I say for the rest of your life. Then I’ll let you live.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon pointed at me.
    

    

    
      “Second, you don’t become my dog. If you choose this, I’ll cripple you and take off your mask. And then I’ll kill everyone you know. Hehe.”
    

    

    
      When he laughed, his shoulders shook.
    

    

    
      “I won’t kill you. I’ll completely isolate you and make you lonely. Until the day you die.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon jingled the leash in his hand.
    

    

    
      “Now, choose.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s clone drooled as if it would pounce at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Grrr!”
    

    

    
      I looked at the dog collar half-submerged in a puddle.
    

    

    
      Living alone wasn’t frightening.
    

    

    
      I had been horribly alone even in my previous life.
    

    

    
      What I truly feared was…….
    

    

    
      From outside the mask, torn at the jaw.
    

    

    
      I stuck out my long tongue crookedly.
    

    

    
      “I’d rather bite off my tongue and die than submit to the likes of you.”
    

    

    
      The moment I finished speaking, Go Ju-hoon’s clones lunged at me.
    

    

    
      They adhered to a combat style completely different from their host.
    

    

    
      Where Go Ju-hoon was elegant and refined.
    

    

    
      They were like zombies that had starved for days.
    

    

    
      “Khak!”
    

    

    
      “Khahaak!”
    

    

    
      “Kaaak!!”
    

    

    
      All three attacked simultaneously, slashing with their claws.
    

    

    
      Slaaash.
    

    

    
      Even the remaining <Aura of God> was completely torn away.
    

    

    
      I urgently activated <Judgment of the Superhuman>, but there was no way they would oblige my sluggish punches.
    

    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    

    
      I blocked with both arms, but the rest of my body, aside from what I defended, was torn apart.
    

    

    
      In the brief moment I faltered, one of them bit into my shoulder.
    

    

    
      Blood gushed from my shoulder and ran down to my wrist.
    

    

    
      The more damage I took.
    

    

    
      The more my mana turned into light and was sucked toward Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      “……Ha. Good! More! Just a little more!”
    

    

    
      My damage became Go Ju-hoon’s source of energy.
    

    

    
      A pool of blood formed where I stood.
    

    

    
      My body shivered.
    

    

    
      Cold.
    

    

    
      My consciousness grew hazy.
    

    

    
      I felt like I was about to pass out.
    

    

    
      ‘……This is dangerous.’
    

    

    
      Super Kid’s <Judgment of the Superhuman> and <Aura of God> were blocked.
    

    

    
      I wanted to use Speeder’s <Infinite Acceleration>, but my legs had been trembling for a while now.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s doubtful whether my body can endure it.’
    

    

    
      There was nothing worse than wasting money and failing to bring out an ability.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s no choice. I’ll have to try something new.’
    

    

    
      A new skill obtained after finishing a full marathon course.
    

    

    
      Ding.
    

    

    
      Purchasing <Regeneration>.
    

    

    
      Mana surged from my wrecked body.
    

    

    
      Swoooosh.
    

    

    
      My wounds began to heal.
    

    

    
      At the same time, my balance was rapidly depleted.
    

    

    
      [ Awakener’s Balance ]
    

    

    
      : ₩989,565,998.
    

    

    
      : ₩985,565,998.
    

    

    
      : ₩985,564,545.
    

    

    
      : ₩985,551,110.
    

    

    
      …….
    

    

    
      An amount that had exceeded one billion dropped to nine hundred million won.
    

    

    
      Speeder, according to his setting, became a hero after being struck by lightning in a laboratory.
    

    

    
      In addition to running abilities, he possessed the power to stimulate cells and heal wounds on the body.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon tilted his head.
    

    

    
      “A healer? Or self-healing? You’ve got a lot of tricks. So, what now? Are you just going to keep healing until you die?”
    

    

    
      His assessment was correct.
    

    

    
      <Regeneration> was a defensive skill.
    

    

    
      This ability alone couldn’t turn the tables.
    

    

    
      And even if I engaged Go Ju-hoon in a slugfest.
    

    

    
      It would only make him stronger.
    

    

    
      ‘Isn’t there some kind of way?’
    

    

    
      Flash!
    

    

    
      In an instant, a bolt of lightning struck down.
    

    

    
      Immediately after, thunder that tore at my eardrums roared.
    

    

    
      ‘Yeah. That’ll work.’
    

    

    
      The moment Go Ju-hoon turned his gaze away, I quietly picked up something that had fallen on the ground.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon stroked the clones’ heads as he spoke.
    

    

    
      “My kids. You’re hungry, right?”
    

    

    
      He shoved a clone’s back.
    

    

    
      “That one over there. Leave only the torso and eat everything else!”
    

    

    
      The moment his words ended, the three monsters clung to me like evil spirits.
    

    

    
      They viciously bit into my limbs and neck.
    

    

    
      Rip! Riiip!
    

    

    
      My skin split open, and blood splashed into my eyes.
    

    

    
      Fresh blood surged back up my throat, and a thick metallic taste spread across my tongue.
    

    

    
      As my body was damaged, my balance decreased and the injured parts regenerated, but.
    

    

    
      The pain went beyond imagination.
    

    

    
      “Kuaaaagh!!!”
    

    

    
      The horrific pain made it feel like my brain was about to burst.
    

    

    
      It was as if someone had tied me up and was inflicting the most brutal torture imaginable.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t fall!’
    

    

    
      I clenched my teeth so hard they felt like they would crack.
    

    

    
      With the clones hanging all over my body, I took a step forward.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon let out a snort of laughter.
    

    

    
      “Oh? You’re enduring it? Fine. Let’s do this.”
    

    

    
      The clones’ ferocious assault intensified.
    

    

    
      My limbs snapped, and sharp claws dug deep into my back.
    

    

    
      Crunch! Crack! Rip!
    

    

    
      “……Kh.”
    

    

    
      I couldn’t even let out a proper scream.
    

    

    
      At every moment, my vision flipped and my body staggered.
    

    

    
      The chunks of flesh that had been torn away filled back in, and the bones that had split apart fused again.
    

    

    
      But they mercilessly destroyed my body all over again.
    

    

    
      This hellish cycle of reconstruction and destruction continued as if it were eternity.
    

    

    
      Once it went beyond the mere sensation of pain, a despair like falling into a deep abyss surged up.
    

    

    
      At this point.
    

    

    
      ‘……I want to die.’
    

    

    
      My half-dislocated jaw trembled like a nutcracker doll.
    

    

    
      Cold. Sleepy.
    

    

    
      ‘But. Not now!’
    

    

    
      One step. Then another.
    

    

    
      I walked, and walked again, desperately.
    

    

    
      And then,
    

    

    
      Before I knew it, I had reached Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      “……Uh.”
    

    

    
      I was truly standing between the living and the dead.
    

    

    
      My scalp was peeled away, and my right ear had fallen off.
    

    

    
      My intestines were fully exposed as blood poured out.
    

    

    
      The clones were still clinging to me, greedily devouring my body.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon extended his nails long and aimed between my brows.
    

    

    
      “You’re an eyesore. Enough. Disappear.”
    

    

    
      Atop a high-rise building.
    

    

    
      Endless raindrops poured down behind Go Ju-hoon’s back.
    

    

    
      Lightning flashing between the storm clouds was a spectacular sight.
    

    

    
      I smiled with lips torn and tattered.
    

    

    
      “An eyesore? It’s beautiful.”
    

    

    
      I raised what I was holding in my right hand up toward the sky.
    

    

    
      It was the metal dog collar Go Ju-hoon had thrown.
    

    

    
      That’s right.
    

    

    
      Speeder was a hero born after being struck by lightning.
    

    

    
      At times, lightning became his driving force.
    

    

    
      “You disappear instead.”
    

    

    
      In that instant, Go Ju-hoon’s pupils widened.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      I hugged him tightly with my left arm.
    

    

    
      Kwa-gwa-gwang!!!
    

    

    
      An energy close to infinity descended from the sky and struck Go Ju-hoon.
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      Just before the lightning struck.
    

    

    
      In a fleeting instant.
    

    

    
      The three clones wrapped themselves around the main body—namely, Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      It looked like a moving sight of them protecting someone they loved.
    

    

    
      But in reality, it was nothing more than Go Ju-hoon using his summons to protect himself.
    

    

    
      Whether the effect of the lightning would be reduced was unknown.
    

    

    
      But since he felt his life was in danger, it was a hasty decision.
    

    

    
      With a tearing blast that split the air, sparks flew.
    

    

    
      The speed of the lightning that struck down was about 360 million km per hour.
    

    

    
      The voltage reached a staggering 1 billion volts.
    

    

    
      No matter that he was an S-grade Hunter, Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      Before a great natural phenomenon, he had no choice but to be powerless.
    

    

    
      “Gaaah!!!”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon twisted his spine and suffered helplessly under the lightning strike that slammed down on him.
    

    

    
      Shaaah.
    

    

    
      Amid splashing raindrops, smoke rose into the air.
    

    

    
      The clones that had covered Go Ju-hoon were burned pitch-black, reduced to lumps of charcoal.
    

    

    
      They were hardly recognizable as living organisms.
    

    

    
      If they were considered human, all three would have died instantly.
    

    

    
      The charred corpses slid down Go Ju-hoon’s body and fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Keugh.”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon struggled to breathe with his mouth hanging wide open.
    

    

    
      Clear air refused to enter his lungs.
    

    

    
      Eyes, nose, mouth, even his ear canals.
    

    

    
      Blood spurted from all over his face.
    

    

    
      The state-of-the-art equipment he was wearing had all burned away as well.
    

    

    
      “…Keuk!”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon let out a small breath.
    

    

    
      At last, he was able to breathe.
    

    

    
      He quickly assessed the situation.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m conscious. My body isn’t normal, but…… if I buy time, I can recover.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon had never become an S-grade Hunter by luck.
    

    

    
      What allowed him to survive countless life-or-death situations was his quick judgment.
    

    

    
      He lifted his head and looked at the opponent in front of him.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil was gripping his collar.
    

    

    
      However, the opponent’s condition was not normal either.
    

    

    
      Beyond the purple mask, only the whites of his eyes were visible.
    

    

    
      It looked as if he had fainted while standing.
    

    

    
      ‘If anything, this bastard took more damage.’
    

    

    
      He had attempted mutual destruction as a last resort, but the result was horrific.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil’s skin was charred black, and a fishy smell like grilled squid filled the air.
    

    

    
      It was as if his heart had stopped—he couldn’t even twitch his mouth.
    

    

    
      ‘You stupid bastard, I won. I won!’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon felt relief as he cheered inwardly.
    

    

    
      Having narcissistic personality disorder, he was obsessed with categorizing people by ‘rank.’
    

    

    
      Standing at the pinnacle of the Dio Guild, he himself was the highest-grade human.
    

    

    
      Everyone else was nothing more than those beneath him.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil was no exception.
    

    

    
      Until just now, he had been a thorn in his side—but not anymore.
    

    

    
      ‘You can’t even be my opponent. No, no one can defeat me!’
    

    

    
      There were many ways to deal with a narcissist, but applying them in reality was not easy.
    

    

    
      When dealing with someone who believed themselves superior, one often got swept up by them without realizing it.
    

    

    
      ‘This proves me once again. Now all that’s left is…….’
    

    

    
      Due to the recent clash, mana began to fill Go Ju-hoon’s body.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s here. Finally……!’
    

    

    
      The realm of SS-grade he had longed for so desperately!
    

    

    
      By using Purple Devil as a sacrifice, Go Ju-hoon could grow one step further.
    

    

    
      ‘Kekeke. Thanks. Thanks to you…….’
    

    

    
      Ssk.
    

    

    
      It seemed as if Purple Devil had moved.
    

    

    
      ‘No way.’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s pupils trembled.
    

    

    
      Ssssk.
    

    

    
      It was no illusion.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil, still gripping Go Ju-hoon’s collar, slowly raised one hand.
    

    

    
      The dog collar that had been in his right hand was already gone.
    

    

    
      Instead, he was clutching a dagger with a gleaming white blade.
    

    

    
      Judging by its trajectory, it looked ready to come straight down onto Go Ju-hoon’s head.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon flinched and tried to shake the hand off.
    

    

    
      But the opponent only tightened his grip.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon was practically in the same state as someone who had been hit by a powerful stun gun (Stun Gun).
    

    

    
      “Kuk!”
    

    

    
      Struggling was useless.
    

    

    
      His flesh, shocked by electricity, was stiff like stone.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon stood there like a totem pole, staring at Purple Devil.
    

    

    
      Purple Devil, with his eyes still rolled back, held the knife in a reverse grip.
    

    

    
      ‘Ah, no…….’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon faced an emotion he had never experienced in his life.
    

    

    
      Before a tangible being charging at him with killing intent solely to kill him.
    

    

    
      For the first time, he was seized by endless terror.
    

    

    
      ‘Am I going to die?’
    

    

    
      There were various ways to deal with a narcissist.
    

    

    
      Not getting swept up and maintaining composure, running far away, maintaining complete indifference…….
    

    

    
      However, there was one most efficient method.
    

    

    
      Crushing them with overwhelming power.
    

    

    
      Before an opponent whose capabilities surpassed his own.
    

    

    
      The extreme narcissist fell into despair.
    

    

    
      ‘……You’re superior to me?’
    

    

    
      Another bolt of lightning crashed down from the sky.
    

    

    
      As shadows fell, Purple Devil’s form flashed in backlight.
    

    

    
      That 모습 was truly the very embodiment of the ‘Purple Devil.’
    

    

    
      ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m special. I’m a chosen being!’
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon clenched his teeth and barely managed to move one hand.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the glove he was wearing was intact.
    

    

    
      The Bronze Knight–grade glove made from the scales of a copper-colored dragon could block most blades.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon spread his palm toward the blade flying in horizontally.
    

    

    
      Puk!
    

    

    
      However, the demon race’s katana.
    

    

    
      The blade of White Revenge that Purple Devil was holding pierced straight through the center of the glove.
    

    

    
      The protruding blade penetrated Go Ju-hoon’s temple.
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon staggered as he let out a groan.
    

    

    
      Just then, the rooftop door opened.
    

    

    
      Within his field of vision, he saw the agents of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      In other words, the ‘underlings’ he had always considered inferior.
    

    

    
      In the end, they survived.
    

    

    
      And Go Ju-hoon was dying.
    

    

    
      The reckless and foolish one—
    

    

    
      ‘Was it me?’
    

    

    
      The light faded from Go Ju-hoon’s pupils.
    

    

    
      I looked at the dead Go Ju-hoon.
    

    

    
      ‘That was close.’
    

    

    
      Speeder couldn’t control lightning.
    

    

    
      He never had such an ability to begin with.
    

    

    
      However, under the setting that he had become a hero after being struck by lightning.
    

    

    
      In stormy weather with thunder, he could attract lightning with a high probability.
    

    

    
      If it had been a clear sky…….
    

    

    
      ‘I never would’ve been able to win.’
    

    

    
      A godlike move that was close to a gamble.
    

    

    
      On top of that, heavenly luck followed, allowing me to barely claim victory.
    

    

    
      I pulled out the knife embedded in Go Ju-hoon’s temple.
    

    

    
      Blood gushed out from the hole that had been punched clean through.
    

    

    
      I quietly looked at the bastard who had departed for the other world.
    

    

    
      In the distant future, Go Ju-hoon would enter the National Assembly and become a heavyweight politician.
    

    

    
      The Dio Guild would expand its size and develop into an organization that gnawed away at the Republic of Korea.
    

    

    
      When the administration changed.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon would be indicted on various charges such as murder, attempted murder, and violation of the Public Official Election Act.
    

    

    
      He would receive a confirmed life sentence, only to be soon granted a special pardon and commit all sorts of atrocities.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a question arose.
    

    

    
      Did I kill Go Ju-hoon out of a sense of justice?
    

    

    
      To stop his evil deeds.
    

    

    
      Did I eliminate him to change the future?
    

    

    
      The blood flowing from White Revenge soaked my hands.
    

    

    
      A trivial incident where I punished Seo Gwang-pal, who had harassed innocent civilians.
    

    

    
      Ended up causing a whirlwind that culminated in killing even the head of the Dio Guild.
    

    

    
      ‘No. That’s not it.’
    

    

    
      I raised my head.
    

    

    
      The endlessly pouring rain soaked my face.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon had threatened me.
    

    

    
      That if I were to lose, he would remove my mask.
    

    

    
      And slaughter everyone around me.
    

    

    
      I was afraid.
    

    

    
      The words of an S-grade Hunter and the head of the Dio Guild were never light.
    

    

    
      I think I was afraid that his prophecy would turn into reality like a nightmare.
    

    

    
      That’s why I killed him.
    

    

    
      To protect myself.
    

    

    
      To protect my family.
    

    

    
      Yeah. Maybe I wasn’t an apostle of justice.
    

    

    
      Maybe I was just a selfish hero.
    

    

    
      If I were to face Go Ju-hoon again, it would’ve been defeat after defeat.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t know whether luck would favor me next time as well.
    

    

    
      I was still far too weak to preach the punishment of evil and the promotion of good.
    

    

    
      If I was to pursue goodness and punish evil.
    

    

    
      ‘I need to become stronger.’
    

    

    
      I heard a presence from somewhere.
    

    

    
      When I turned toward the entrance, Dio Guild agents were swarming.
    

    

    
      At the forefront stood Lee Yu-seol.
    

    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    

    
      “T-the chairman…….”
    

    

    
      “……He’s dead?”
    

    

    
      They were flustered, unable to accept the reality unfolding before their eyes.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s tightly clenched fist trembled.
    

    

    
      Even in the rain, I could see her eyes burning, as if she were consumed by rage.
    

    

    
      What she wanted seemed clear.
    

    

    
      ‘Revenge, I suppose.’
    

    

    
      Could I really break through that many people and get down?
    

    

    
      [ Awakener’s Balance ]
    

    

    
      : ₩985,551,110.
    

    

    
      : ₩985,470,750.
    

    

    
      : ₩985,352,229.
    

    

    
      …….
    

    

    
      My body was continuously regenerating, but the speed was noticeably slow.
    

    

    
      It was probably because my condition was poor, preventing my ability from being properly exerted.
    

    

    
      Not even half of my critical injuries had recovered yet.
    

    

    
      ‘Fighting like this is impossible.’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol shouted, her voice thick with fury.
    

    

    
      “That man is the intruder who infiltrated the Dio Guild!”
    

    

    
      She pointed at me.
    

    

    
      “All units, prepare to fire!”
    

    

    
      Chk. Chk.
    

    

    
      Submachine guns aimed at me all at once.
    

    

    
      The giant scythe of the Grim Reaper(死神) touched my neck.
    

    

    
      At the moment, <Aura of God> had no chance of activating properly.
    

    

    
      If the bullets were fired, my body would be riddled with holes.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t think of any way to overcome this crisis.
    

    

    
      I no longer had the strength to fight.
    

    

    
      At best, all I had left was barely a handful of mana and enough stamina to walk.
    

    

    
      ‘Even if I squeeze it all out, using one shot of <Judgment of the Superhuman> is the limit.’
    

    

    
      In that case.
    

    

    
      I had to win without fighting.
    

    

    
      ‘No matter what it takes, I have to break their spirit.’
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol closed her eyes and activated her ability.
    

    

    
      “Hold fire! That bastard’s a half-corpse already.”
    

    

    
      Her voice tore through the torrential rain.
    

    

    
      “I’ll be the one to cut off his breath!”
    

    

    
      As she walked forward, seething with rage.
    

    

    
      I grabbed Go Ju-hoon by the collar and laid him on the ground.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol stopped in her tracks.
    

    

    
      “You……. what are you doing.”
    

    

    
      Ignoring her, I raised my fist.
    

    

    
      “A final gift.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I smashed down on Go Ju-hoon’s skull.
    

    

    
      Kwa-gwang!!!
    

    

    
      The rooftop floor caved in, stone dust scattering in all directions.
    

    

    
      Everyone was thrown into panic and terror.
    

    

    
      Using the reward voucher I had obtained from completing a mission last time.
    

    

    
      I activated <Judgment of the Superhuman(Special)>.
    

    

    
      Ku-gu-gung.
    

    

    
      Go Ju-hoon’s head vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      The ground shattered into pieces.
    

    

    
      Grabbing the collar of the headless corpse, I stood up.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol stammered.
    

    

    
      “……W-what.”
    

    

    
      The wind and rain lashed violently.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I hurled Go Ju-hoon out of the building.
    

    

    
      Hwi-iing.
    

    

    
      The dead body fell endlessly.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol’s scream rang out.
    

    

    
      “No!!!”
    

    

    
      Because it was a high-rise building, it took a long time for the body to fall.
    

    

    
      “Uaaagh!!!”
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol collapsed to her knees in despair.
    

    

    
      “If you want to find even the corpse, step aside. Otherwise. I’ll send you to join him.”
    

    

    
      It was a bluff.
    

    

    
      There was no mana left in my body anymore.
    

    

    
      But my momentum did not falter.
    

    

    
      Even if I were to die here.
    

    

    
      I was prepared to grab at least one of them and throw myself off the building.
    

    

    
      Lee Yu-seol lowered her head deeply, muttering incomprehensible words like a madwoman.
    

    

    
      Having resigned herself to everything, she seemed to have lost all will to fight back.
    

    

    
      A mob that had lost its leader reverted to its true nature as a rabble.
    

    

    
      “D-don’t flinch!”
    

    

    
      “This bastard’s bluffing!”
    

    

    
      The hands holding the guns trembled violently.
    

    

    
      I took one step forward.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The terrified Dio Guild agents hurriedly retreated backward.
    

    

    
      The blocked path opened up like the parting of the Red Sea.
    

    

    
      I walked proudly through the gap.
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