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  Chapter 3: The First Guide
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****

Three Months Ago

“You left another matching test halfway through, didn’t you?”

“There was no need.”

“What do you mean, ‘no need’?! That was an S-class Guide we went through hell to find!”

That S-class Guide, supposedly so difficult to acquire, had been the 332nd Guide I’d met just yesterday.

“Move. I need to go to the field.”

“Don’t lie. Since when do creatures appear in broad daylight? It’s still too early. Get back upstairs, now.”

Zone 2, referred to as ‘the field,’ was initially nothing more than a small landfill, a piece of land no one paid any mind to. However, at some point, scientifically inexplicable creatures began to emerge. These creatures were either utterly formless or possessed grotesque shapes, bizarre fusions of various organisms. Monsters that people had only ever seen on movie screens or in their wildest fantasies were now manifesting in reality.

With the sudden appearance of these monstrosities, the world began to lose its order. Despite deploying every available military force, the nations’ combined power proved ridiculously inadequate. It was then, like a final hope bestowed upon humanity by the gods, that Espers appeared. They were the only beings capable of confronting these creatures—human, yet not quite.

The origin of these Espers also remained unknown, but as they represented the sole beacon of hope at the time, no one sought to uncover its cause. Following the advent of Espers, all nations united to establish ‘the Association’ to protect their citizens, and each country created ‘Centers’—research facilities dedicated to Espers.

Typically, humans are born with five senses: sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell. Espers, however, are individuals endowed with a ‘sixth sense’—extrasensory perception. Their unique abilities are categorized into physical, biological, and intellectual systems, usually manifesting during their developmental stages after the age of 15. Possessing combat power far exceeding that of an entire army, and vastly superior to ordinary humans, Espers could conjure phenomena beyond imagination. Yet, there was only one reason why these supernaturally powerful beings served their nations:

Guides.

Nations coveted the Espers’ power and abilities, yet simultaneously feared the aggression and ferocity they harbored. They lacked the confidence to manage Espers, who could rampage out of control at any moment. The solution they sought, however, was remarkably close at hand.

‘Guides.’

These were individuals who, like Espers, possessed another ‘sixth sense.’ They were the only ones capable of controlling the limits of an Esper’s abilities. That was the essence of a ‘Guide.’

‘The nation finds Guides for Espers.’

This was the greatest privilege the state offered to Espers.

And yesterday, I met the 332nd Guide arranged by the state.

In a country where Guides far outnumbered Espers, leading many to believe Espers were blessed, only two Espers, myself included, had reached their mid-twenties without ever finding a Guide. Among them, my matching rate was arguably the worst of the worst.

Eventually, even the other Esper found their Guide and entered their second awakening, leaving me as the sole Esper who hadn’t met a Guide. My highest matching rate to date was a mere 41.2%, and even that was with the only ALL-ESP Guide in Korea—a Guide capable of achieving over 80% matching with anyone else. To have only a 40% match with such a Guide was a truly laughable outcome.

A matching rate exceeding 30% was typically required for third-stage guiding, yet I had only successfully received guiding twice: once with an S-class Guide who recorded 34.3%, and then with the ALL-ESP Guide, who achieved my highest score.

Initially, researchers had offered comfort, suggesting my Esper level was simply too high. However, their reassurances ceased when even an S-class Guide—and later, the ALL-ESP Guide—failed to provide effective guiding. Subsequently, those around me who had once said, ‘You’re still young, it’s fine,’ gradually grew quiet. After I turned twenty, no one dared to speak easily of Guides in my presence.

No one, that is, except for one person.

“Yun Junseo! Aren’t you going to stop? Are you really not going to do the test? Are you just not going to find a Guide?!”

This was Yun Hyerim, the head researcher at the Center, and my only aunt. Being significantly older than my father, she was the only adult I had ever felt comfortable speaking informally with since childhood.

“Let’s be precise. It’s not that I’m not looking for one; it’s that I can’t find one.”

Honestly, at this point, most people would have given up long ago, but my aunt had been chasing after me for eleven years, consistently catching me every time I tried to escape.

“Haa… haa… Dammit, you’re not getting away today. Go back upstairs and finish the test before you leave.”

“I told you, there’s no need.”

“So why not?!”

“When just holding hands tells me all I need to know, why bother going through all three stages?”

The typical three-stage test involved, simply put, holding hands, an upper-body embrace, and a full-body embrace. Yet, in my case, any positive change between stage one and stage three was a negligible increase of merely 0.5 to 1 percent.

At its worst, a matching rate of 8% in stage one would plummet severely through stages two and three, sometimes resulting in a final rate of just 2%. While I’d heard that physical contact with an incompatible Guide could provoke a sense of repulsion, watching an already low matching rate drop so drastically was hardly a pleasant experience.

“You never know. We still have to see it through to the end.”

‘Never know,’ she says. I’ve taken hundreds of these tests by now. Perhaps it’s because I’ve done so many, but at some point, I could roughly estimate a person’s matching rate just by holding their hand. That flutter of excitement, supposedly felt even without full guiding when compatible with a Guide, had never once stirred within me.

Sometimes, a faint sense of repulsion would even arise, as it did with the 332nd Guide yesterday. The moment our fingertips touched, I knew we weren’t compatible. Even if we had proceeded to the next stage, the matching rate would undoubtedly have dropped from stage two onwards.

“I’ll do it next time.”

“When is ‘next time’—Ah, seriously, Junseo!”

Today, my aunt was more persistent than usual. Despite our ongoing struggle, she didn’t give up, following me all the way to the surface parking lot. As I walked towards my designated parking spot, just like any other day, my heart began to pound with an inexplicable rhythm with every step I took.

‘What’s happening? I didn’t even use my abilities yesterday.’

A surge of unease prompted me to quicken my pace. By the time I reached my car, my erratically beating heart was throbbing so fast it hurt. A faint headache even began to throb, accompanied by a wave of nausea.

“I’m going home, so you should go too, Aunt.”

“No. I’m absolutely not giving up today, so don’t even think about going home. I’m taking you back to the examination room.”

“No, it’s not that… *Hoo*, can’t we do it later? I suddenly don’t feel so good.”

“Hm? What do you mean?”

A sudden flush of heat washed over me. As I swayed, dizzy from the abrupt onset of unwellness, my startled aunt reached out her hand. And at that exact moment—

*Slap!*

With a sharp, frictional sound close by, all my thoughts abruptly ceased.

“Damn it! Do you have any idea how much money I’ve wasted on your medicine these past few days?! I knew something was wrong when you started getting these stupid ‘awakening fevers’ and acting sick. If you were going to be anything, you should have just become an Esper, you useless brat! I actually thought you might be worth something, and now what? A Guide?”

Turning my head, I saw a gaunt man, appearing to be in his forties, fuming. Given the friction sound I’d just heard and the disturbing conversation, someone clearly had to be in front of him, yet no matter how I looked, the space before him was empty.

Instead, a small figure lay sprawled a short distance away.

‘No way.’

The small, fallen body remained motionless until the man had finished his tirade. But the man, his rage far from abated, aimed a kick at the prone figure.

“Get up, you bastard. If you’re a Guide, aren’t you just selling your body to Espers anyway? Men and women alike, just giving themselves away, and they call themselves ‘national assets.’ Guides are a dime a dozen, so if you want to be favored, you should at least know how to act cute. If you take after your mother, you should be good at that kind of thing, huh?! Hey. Damn it, aren’t you going to get up?! Does this brat think his father’s words mean nothing? Do you need more beatings to come to your senses?!”

Under the man’s relentless kicks, the previously unmoving body suddenly stirred. Through my blurry vision, I saw an emaciated figure, so thin it was hard to tell if it was alive, stagger to its feet. The man’s shouts echoed in the air, and I fixated on the small, trembling shoulders. Nothing else registered but the frantic thumping of my own heart.

‘I have to go now.’

My body moved before my thoughts could fully form. The moment the man raised his hand once more, I bolted, heedless.

“Junseo, no!!!”

*CRASH!*

The concrete wall crumbled, sending dust and dirt flying everywhere. From a distance, I heard the frantic sound of shoes and a short groan. Yet, even amidst the chaos, my entire attention was solely fixed on the faint breathing emanating from within my arms.

All I remembered after that was an indescribable, overwhelming sense of comfort, and a sensation that felt maddeningly good.

****

I awoke at the Center.

I had expected a torrent of scolding, but instead, a remarkably calm voice reached my ears. My aunt explained that I had used my abilities on an ordinary person without consent. Although the injured party’s wounds weren’t severe, I would still have to face disciplinary action from the committee.

“The victim isn’t someone who’ll agree to a settlement easily, so it looks like this might take some time. I’ve been trying to persuade them for hours, but it doesn’t seem to be going well.”

‘Figures.’

“Anyway, the Center will handle it, so you don’t need to worry.”

“Alright.”

“Is that all?”

“What?”

“Is ‘alright’ all you have to say?”

“Yeah.”

I rose from the spot and examined my body. It seemed I had already undergone examinations during my period of unconsciousness, as needle marks were scattered across my exposed upper body. Reaching for a T-shirt lying in a corner to get dressed, I found it utterly impossible to put on. Covered in dust and dirt, it was clearly beyond saving; there was even a small bloodstain on one side.

“Do you have any spare clothes? Even a Center uniform would do.”

“Ha… Are clothes really important right now?”

“So you want me to wear this rag again?”

“…Junseo.”

“Or should I just walk out naked?”

“You really… do you know how worried I was? What are you talking about clothes for? I’ll send you home soon, so just sit back down for a moment.”

Reluctantly, I put down the ruined clothes and settled onto the seat my aunt indicated.

“What do you want to say?”

“…I honestly never thought I’d have to say this like this… *Haa*.”

My aunt’s lips parted as if to speak, then she let out a sigh that seemed to drain the very earth.

“Just say it.”

“Well, that is to say… *Hoo*, it’s going to be difficult, but… congratulations.”

“Ha. Either congratulate me or comfort me; pick one.”

“My nephew has undergone an awakening after eleven years. As your aunt, of course I should congratulate you.”

A second awakening.

This was an event where an Esper’s ability limits surged all at once, leading to a rampage. However, even as I rampaged, my power was simultaneously brought under control. And only a Guide could control an Esper’s power.

At that moment, there had been only one person in my arms.

From all these circumstances, only one conclusion could be drawn.

A Guide capable of triggering an Esper’s second awakening just by touch.

Undoubtedly, this was the optimal Guide, with a matching rate of over 90%.

My aunt, who had spent years trying to persuade me to find a Guide, showed no joy even after a compatible Guide had appeared after eleven years. Her face was etched with worry rather than happiness. Normally, she would have been badgering me to take another test immediately, but this time, she said nothing of the sort.

And for good reason.

Jaeseong was only ten years old.

****

Jaeseong, who had been quietly watching TV alone, had eventually drifted off to sleep right there on the sofa.

Even in his sleep, it seemed my earlier words about sitting properly on the sofa had bothered him, as he was curled up in an awkward position, his head barely resting on the edge of the cushion.

The TV screen played a cartoon, while a sleeping child lay before it.

It was early evening, a time when I would normally be out in the field. The scene was so starkly different from the gruesome sights I was accustomed to that a laugh escaped me.

‘What am I going to do?’

Conflicting emotions surged within me—a chaotic mix of contradictory feelings. While Jaeseong’s sleepy murmurs stirred my nerves, the soft, quiet breaths emanating from him brought a profound sense of calm to my heart.

I didn’t deliberate long on my next action. I rose and gently lifted Jaeseong.

*Thump.*

‘Why is he so light?’

Unconsciously, I held my breath. A sudden fear gripped me that the small body, resting quietly in my arms, might somehow break. It was only after I had carefully laid Jaeseong down on the spacious bed in the muggy room that the full weight of what I had done truly sank in.

A small stature that looked no older than five or six. A body so thin it seemed fragile enough to snap. A youthful face, still devoid of even soft peach fuzz.

‘So small.’

‘So young.’

‘So fragile.’

‘A Guide?’

‘And my only one, at that.’

“Ha. This is insane.”

The reality before me was utterly absurd. I had thought it over many times, but even now, the thought of bringing home a ten-year-old child felt maddening.

Yet, what was even more preposterous came next. Despite the sight of the small body lying before me eliciting nothing but sighs, I found myself unable to leave his side. I could simply walk out and leave him, but my feet refused to budge. I tried to turn away several times, only to fail, and instead, I idly hovered by the sleeping child.

Ultimately, there was nothing for it but to accept this reality, and within it, the day was passing quietly and peacefully.

Chapter 4: Unexpected Awakenings
04

From early morning, Yun Junseo grappled with a significant problem.

Tap-tap.

[What a 10-year-old child likes]

[What elementary school students like]

[What boys like]

As a physical-type esper, whose stamina surpassed that of ordinary people, Yun Junseo required significantly less sleep; merely three or four hours were sufficient to fully replenish his energy. Having awoken at dawn, he had been poring over internet pages for hours, long before the sun had even begun its ascent.

Hundreds of pages detailed items, places, and foods that a ten-year-old child might enjoy. Most were familiar, mundane things: amusement parks, ice cream, comics, soccer, game consoles.

Yet, there was one item he had never encountered before.

[A guaranteed favorite: Liquid Monster!!! This is 100%! ^^]

‘Liquid Monster,’ a creature I’ve never heard of. Is it slime?

He pondered whether any liquid creatures appeared in Zone 2, but nothing came to mind. In the end, after merely a minute, he typed into the search bar again, only to discover it was simply a gooey toy. A wave of embarrassment and futility washed over him simultaneously.

“Hah…”

As he scrutinized why anyone would like such a thing, a sudden wave of self-doubt crashed over him, making him question what he was even doing so early in the morning. He considered abandoning it all to go exercise, but his feet refused to move, so he gave up on that thought too.

Beep.

A short mechanical sound reached his ears from nearby.

[Continental Breakfast and 6 other dishes have been delivered to your requested location. Enjoy your meal. – Cafe Daytime -]

Opening the front door, he found three carts, the kind one would typically see in a high-end hotel. Each cart, draped with a white tablecloth, held a total of six food covers and eight trays.

Uncertain of what Jaeseong might prefer, he had simply ordered a wide assortment of breakfast items that caught his eye. Assuming he had a sweet tooth, Yun Junseo had ordered every Western dish that included pancakes, so much so that the dining table alone wasn’t enough, and he had to use the kitchen shelves as well.

A smile touched his lips as he surveyed the table laden with plates. To think that he, who always skipped breakfast, was now contemplating sharing a meal with someone. It was just one more person. Just one more person had entered his life, yet from the very start, his life felt fundamentally altered.

After setting out the food, he refocused on his laptop screen, when suddenly an uncanny sensation washed over him, causing the hairs on his entire body to stand on end. This unfamiliar sensation, something he had never experienced before, felt profoundly alien.

‘It felt as if every cell in his body was awakening.’

‘Could it be?’

Jaeseong opened his eyes at 8:12 AM.

Click.

He had already taken a seat at the dining table, awaiting the person who would soon emerge. After about five minutes, Jaeseong emerged from the room, his eyes still heavy with sleep. His slightly curly hair was entirely damp at the ends, making Yun Junseo wonder how he had even washed his face.

“Ah, hello.”

“That’s not ‘hello,’ is it?”

The unexpected greeting caused Yun Junseo to frown involuntarily. He hadn’t intended to show anger, but Jaeseong’s eyes, fixed on him, wavered with unease.

“Th-then… what should I say…?”

“What did you say before?”

Jaeseong couldn’t answer immediately. Instead, when he flinched and his shoulders trembled, Yun Junseo was struck by a disgustingly foul sensation. It was then that he realized he had brought up a topic he absolutely should not have touched. He shouldn’t have questioned the child about his past. By any measure, it was his mistake.

“Never mind. Just do as you normally do.”

“……?”

“Just do as you normally do.”

“…Yes.”

He stared intently at Jaeseong’s face as the child nodded, carefully observing his reaction. As Yun Junseo continued to gaze, Jaeseong’s pale face, now averted shyly towards the floor, looked much better than it had yesterday. He had wondered if Jaeseong might be uncomfortable in a strange place, but seeing how he had dozed off early and slept soundly without waking until now, it seemed his new bed had been quite comfortable.

It was Yun Junseo, rather, who hadn’t gotten a proper night’s sleep.

Last night, after leaving Jaeseong’s room once he was asleep, Yun Junseo tried to work, but found himself unable to concentrate, his thoughts constantly drifting back to the child. He kept sensing an unpleasant aura emanating from the room beyond the wall, wondering what thoughts plagued Jaeseong. Eventually, he abandoned his work, went to the room, and opened the door. The room was filled with lukewarm air. And there, the child he expected to be awake, was fast asleep.

His face, glistening with cold sweat and exhaling hot breaths, looked tormented.

‘Please save me.’

He had thought he’d pulled Jaeseong from a hellish place, yet the child was still trapped there, alone. In that place where he could cry out for help a thousand times, and no one would come.

‘How much longer until these terrible nightmares cease to torment you? When will you finally escape them and be able to dream of happiness?’

Once again, Yun Junseo resented that man.

He was about to turn on the air conditioner but stopped, recalling the sight of Jaeseong rubbing his dry arms earlier that day. For a moment, he thought of a fan, but he would have had no reason to prepare an item he had never used before. Ultimately, ignoring his aunt’s nagging, he gestured into the air. As a cool breeze materialized, Jaeseong thankfully settled into a more relaxed expression. He sat beside the child for a long while before closing the door and leaving, but even after that, he couldn’t sleep, plagued by worry. Later, out of sheer apprehension, he paced back and forth in front of the door several times.

“Come eat.”

When Yun Junseo intentionally tapped the table a couple of times, Jaeseong, seeing the gesture, approached. Sitting at the table as instructed, the child’s eyes widened at the sight before him.

“Eat whatever you want first.”

Jaeseong stared blankly at the array of dishes before quietly picking up a fork. His small hand first reached for the omelet plate, placed furthest away. Observing Jaeseong’s movement, Yun Junseo promptly picked up the plate and placed it in front of him. Jaeseong gazed at the omelet now before him, then suddenly lifted his head.

“Ah… um…”

“Why?”

“I will eat well.”

The unexpected greeting left Yun Junseo feeling somewhat bewildered. He nodded with a slightly strange expression, then reached across the table. Jaeseong clearly had a sweet tooth; when Yun Junseo drizzled maple syrup over a buttered pancake and offered it, the child’s face lit up with joy.

‘Seeing him so pleased by food, he truly is just a child.’

It had been almost three months since he first met Jaeseong. During that time, he had visited the child every single day. Though their meetings were brief, he couldn’t bear the anxiety of not seeing him with his own eyes each day. Initially, even Yun Junseo, who loathed interfering in others’ lives, found himself unable to trust his own actions. As his interest in Jaeseong grew increasingly insistent, doubts about his own behavior began to surface.

But he couldn’t stop.

He couldn’t pretend not to know, not from the beginning.

Because their paths kept crossing.

****

“Esper Yun Junseo, at approximately 1:05 PM today, in Parking Lot 1 of Center Building A… physically assaulted an ordinary civilian, Mr. [Name], due to…”

Even in the relatively small room, the voice of the center official speaking before him was barely audible. More accurately, it wasn’t that he couldn’t hear, but rather that he found it difficult to concentrate. Perhaps because he had somewhat anticipated this, he didn’t feel particularly upset even as the official droned on about his transgressions for over twenty minutes. He deserved to be reprimanded for using his abilities. It was undeniably his fault to have used his powers against someone he knew to be an ordinary civilian.

“Therefore, having violated Article 38, Paragraph 17, you will receive the following punishment.”

The disciplinary action for using his abilities on a civilian was simpler than he had expected.

[Do not visit any locations frequented by ordinary civilians for three months.]

Since going anywhere beyond his home, the Center, and Zone 2 was exceedingly rare for him anyway, he readily accepted the outcome. However, the official’s final words, as he reiterated the situation for closure, grated on Yun Junseo’s nerves.

“Attacking an ordinary civilian without any reason is—”

“There was a reason.”

“Pardon?”

“What happens if there was a reason?”

There was a clear reason why he couldn’t have remained passive in that situation, and he couldn’t accept that being disregarded. While it was wrong for him, an esper, to use his abilities on a civilian, it wouldn’t have been a situation he could simply ignore, even if the child hadn’t been a compatible guide for him. He might not have unconsciously used his abilities, but he certainly would have intervened.

Yun Junseo then explained the situation that had occurred earlier. He wondered why this crucial fact had not yet been reported to the Center.

“Why doesn’t the Center know?”

“Hmm. Actually, our side did conduct an investigation, but the child present kept insisting he had never been abused, so…”

The official continued speaking, but Yun Junseo no longer wished to listen. The conclusion was that even a powerful entity like the Center couldn’t immediately apprehend and imprison the abusive man.

“We can’t detain him immediately, but we will quickly follow the procedures…”

“That’s enough.”

“Pardon?”

“I understand. May I leave now?”

After a brief farewell, he left the Center and walked towards the parking lot.

Suddenly, a baseless anger welled up within him. Yet, he couldn’t pinpoint the source of this irritation. Was he feeling some inexplicable sense of betrayal towards the one he had gone to such lengths to save? He tried to ignore the burgeoning worries, dismissing his persistent concern for the young guide he would likely never see again as unwarranted meddling.

Outside, it was quite dim. Thinking he should hurry home and rest, he quickened his pace. As he approached his car, parked some distance away, his heart began to pound with an unsettling rhythm once more.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

An indescribably unpleasant sensation washed over him.

A feeling he absolutely did not welcome. It was a sensation he should not be experiencing right now. This was the second time today he had felt something he had never experienced in his entire life.

“Damn it.”

He tried to ignore it, but it was no use. The sudden fear, though merely a transmitted feeling, made him feel as if bugs were crawling all over his body.

‘What the hell are you?’

Too many thoughts were swirling, making it impossible to grasp anything coherent, but first, he needed to get rid of this strange sensation. He immediately pressed the name at the very top of his phone’s call list.

Trill-trill-click.

– Oh, Junseo. Why?

“Where are you?”

– Me? What do you mean, where am I? I’m at the Center, of course–

“Not you. The kid.”

– Huh?

“Where’s that damned kid?”

Chapter 5: The Monster and the Child
Having hung up the phone with Aunt, I immediately started the car. Less than five minutes later, I arrived at the specialized center hospital, conveniently located just behind me.

‘I needed to keep that man, the child’s so-called father, separated from them. That’s why I deliberately had him taken to a general hospital, while the child was transferred to the center’s own facility.’

Ascending the emergency stairs to the fifth-floor pediatric ward Aunt had mentioned, I heard a clamor echoing from a distance.

“f*cking hell, can’t you hear me? I’m their father!”

“Sir, I understand that, but as I’ve repeatedly explained, the patient’s condition is currently unstable, making visitation impossible.”

“What’s the big deal? I just want to see my own kid!”

“If you wish to visit, please return at a later time.”

“Visit? What f*cking nonsense! A parent wants to see their own child’s face, and you call it a ‘visit’? Get out of my way right now, damn it! I’ll report every single one of you!”

The air was filled with curses and shouts, sounds rarely heard within the sterile walls of a hospital. Though the doctor’s voice could be heard, attempting to de-escalate the situation, the man ignored him completely, spewing harsh words and growing louder with each breath. I strode towards the commotion. In the surrounding rooms, nurses appeared overwhelmed, struggling to calm the frightened children.

“Damn it! I suppose this is all due to some ‘Guide protection’ crap, but you bastards, whether you call yourselves Espers or Guides, you’re all just monsters anyway—”

CRASH!

“They said it wasn’t a serious injury.”

“Ugh…”

“So, it was only his arm that got hurt. I really should have broken his leg as well.”

In truth, a surge of pure rage made me want to snap his neck then and there. This man, who dared to call himself a father, not only beat his own child but now had the audacity to visit the very child who was suffering because of him.

I didn’t recall the man’s face distinctly, but he seemed to recognize me, for he recoiled as if he’d seen a monster the moment our gazes met. I hadn’t even used my ability or laid a hand on him this time, yet the man was utterly petrified.

“N-no, I was startled. C-can a p-person just carelessly s-startle others like that in a h-hospital?”

“As you said, I’m not a person. I’m a monster.”

“Ah, no, that was just me being a bit angry… Ah, anyway, there are children here, so we shouldn’t be loud—”

“If you’re not a monster.”

“Huh?”

“If you’re a person, not a monster, then perhaps it’s fine to cause such a commotion in a place like this?”

My voice, cold and flat, made the man visibly tremble.

“Uh, oh, ahem, I, I suppose I was a bit in the wrong there. I-I’ll just be quiet. I’ll handle myself, so perhaps you should go take care of your own business…”

“Because my business is right here.”

“Uh, uh? Here? Why are you—with this bastard—H-hic!”

I had merely raised my hand, yet the man staggered, on the verge of collapsing.

“Why? Afraid I’ll actually break it?”

“I-if you have something to say, l-let’s just talk first, okay? Don’t—”

“Yun Junseo!”

The man’s words were cut short by the doctor who had been wrangling with him just moments ago. He was a man I had often relied upon since my awakening as an Esper, and, as usual, he wore a white gown emblazoned with the name ‘Park Junyeong’ across the chest.

“It’s been a long time.”

“Indeed. How long has it been? And yet, after all this time, you return only to break down the hospital door?”

“My apologies.”

The man’s gaze darted between the doctor and me, and as if realizing he was out of his depth, he subtly stepped back.

“I will compensate for the damage.”

“Oh, it’s quite alright. Kid, you really haven’t changed, have you? Still so stiff.”

In truth, the doctor had remained much the same. While other physicians from the research lab were invariably cool and detached, this particular doctor, who specialized in treating children, had always possessed a remarkably warm and amiable disposition.

“What brings you here?”

“I came here on business, for this room.”

“Ah, you’re here for them too? That little one is certainly popular.”

The doctor peered into the hospital room, a puzzled expression on his face.

“How is the patient inside?”

“Condition?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to hear about their mental state, or their physical condition?”

“The latter, first.”

The doctor cast a fleeting glance at the man standing behind him, then lowered his voice as he spoke.

“Aside from torn lips and bruised cheeks, their entire body is… utterly beyond words. From what I can tell, it’s a complete mess of bruises, old and new. A total mess.”

Once again, the thought crossed my mind that I truly should have broken his leg too. While the details remained hazy, the memory of the child’s incredibly small body in my arms was still vivid. To think such a fragile form had been reduced to such a mess.

“Can I not visit now?”

“I’ll let you in once that man finally leaves. But he hasn’t shown the slightest inclination to go since you arrived.”

Even now, the man showed no sign of departing.

“Well, that aside… What exactly is your relationship with them?”

“…I believe it’s victim and perpetrator.”

At my hesitant reply, the doctor’s expression only deepened in perplexity.

“What kind of incident is this? Who is the victim, and who is the perpetrator?”

When his persistent questioning finally led me to admit it was an assault, he appeared quite taken aback.

“That arm… you didn’t, by any chance, do that, did you?”

I nodded silently.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve never used your ability on a civilian before. You’re not the type to get agitated, so what happened?”

“There were some circumstances.”

“Somehow, I think I already understand those circumstances, even without you explaining.”

The doctor clicked his tongue briefly, then cast another glance at the man, who was still leaning awkwardly against the wall.

“Are you going to stay here continuously?”

“Yes.”

“Then, may I go complete my rounds and return?”

“Please do so.”

“Alright, thanks. I’ll be back shortly.”

Once the doctor had departed, I shifted my attention back to the man.

His body was gaunt and withered, his face deeply hollowed and haggard—far too aged to be the father of a ten-year-old. Even the faint, tell-tale scent of alcohol wafted from him.

‘He doesn’t seem like a simple alcoholic. Heroin? Cocaine?’

“W-what are you looking at?”

His eyes met mine, and he visibly recoiled. A sigh escaped me. The man was even more pathetic than I had imagined. And there was only one way to deal with this type of person.

“Let’s do it.”

“W-what?”

“Let’s have that conversation you mentioned earlier.”

****

CLANG!

Lost in old thoughts, I was jolted back to reality by a sharp sound.

“Ah…”

My brow must have furrowed without me realizing it, as the child’s hand trembled slightly.

“I’m, I’m sorry…”

“It’s fine. Don’t apologize for things like this.”

Thankfully, this time it wasn’t the floor. I picked up the fork from the white plate and handed it back to them, but the child merely held it still, doing nothing. A generous amount of food remained before them, yet they didn’t spare it a glance, sitting with a listless expression.

“Why aren’t you eating?”

“I finished…”

“Already?”

“I’m full…”

‘Full after barely eating that much?’

I knew, of course, that children generally ate less than adults, but all the child had consumed so far was half a pancake, a tenth of an omelet, and half a cup of milk.

‘Does it not taste good?’

“Is it not to your liking? Should I order something else?”

The child shook their head vigorously.

‘They won’t grow tall eating like that.’

Suddenly, I remembered that the man, despite his wretched appearance, had been tall. I hoped, if nothing else, that this trait was genetic. Honestly, the child was far too small. Nowadays, even eight-year-olds were said to be 130 cm tall, but this child was barely over 100 cm.

I was about to tell them to eat more when I recalled the doctor’s recent admonition.

‘Vitamins A, B, C, D, fat, iron, calcium, zinc—all deficient. Protein… how in the world does it come out like this? Ugh, damn it, in all my years as a doctor, I’ve never seen such a shitty chart. That crazy bastard, how did he treat that kid, goddammit!’

It was the first time I’d heard the doctor swear. His eyes, as he looked at the chart, were truly menacing.

‘Don’t force them. Gradually increase the amount of food they like. Otherwise, it could actually make them sick.’

Silently, I took the child’s plate. As I ate the half-eaten pancake and omelet, the child’s eyes widened, watching me. While I finished the remaining food, the child continued to stare at me, their gaze filled with wonder.

For a physical Esper with an extraordinary appetite, seven to eight servings were not a difficult amount of food, and it was easy enough to clear all the plates except for the pancakes. I had emptied seven out of about ten plates when I looked up, finding the child staring at me, mouth agape.

“Why? Want some?”

I speared a pancake topped with whipped cream and offered it with my fork. The child, initially startled, quickly took it into their mouth and chewed. And in that moment, my mind was flooded with bewilderment.

The child was, quite simply, joyful. Immensely so.

After eating breakfast, the child watched TV in the living room before falling asleep again. They had fallen asleep at 8 PM last night and woke up at 9 AM this morning. I’d heard children slept a lot, but did they usually sleep this much?

Just in case, I picked up my phone. No matter how I thought about it, they had been sleeping too much since last night. Remembering the instruction to call if anything seemed odd, I dialed.

– Children naturally sleep a lot.

The answer was disappointingly brief.

“But they sleep too frequently.”

– That’s because they use a lot of energy. In children’s cases, they usually expend it all at once and then suddenly get drained.

‘Expend energy? On what? All they’ve done so far is eat breakfast.’

Normally, a boy this age would be screaming and running around, but the child barely spoke, let alone screamed.

“I don’t think that’s the case.”

– Hmm. Why?

“Their activity level isn’t high.”

– Ah! Haha. Yes, that would be true.

To my serious question, the doctor burst out laughing instead.

– Yun Junseo, Jaeseong wasn’t raised in an ordinary way, was he? I told you at first, didn’t I? You shouldn’t treat them like other kids.

I already knew that. I hadn’t expected a child who grew up in such an unusual way to be like other ordinary children.

– Do you think energy is only used physically? There’s something else, you know. Another way to expend energy.

“Is there something other than physical stamina?”

– Yes, there is. Something that has nothing to do with you! M-e-n-t-a-l-l-y. Mentally, I mean. Since they couldn’t throw tantrums like normal children, it’s probably hard for them to constantly read the room and be cautious.

‘So, being with me is so taxing that they fall asleep so quickly?’ The doctor’s brief explanation made immediate sense, but as the previously incomprehensible aspect was resolved, an unforeseen worry arose.

“Are you saying being with me is stressful?”

– Ah. Don’t misunderstand. It’s just that they haven’t adapted to the new environment yet, it’s not actually because you make them uncomfortable. If they were scared of you or disliked you, they would never be able to sleep so defenselessly. I told you, it will take some time.

‘Is that really true?’

– Anyway, don’t worry too much.

“Yes. Thank you.”

– Kid, don’t mention thanks. When I first heard you were suddenly taking them on, I nearly fainted. But seeing you call out of worry, I guess I don’t have to fret. Jaeseong will grow up just fine, even without you worrying so much.

Even though I was talking right beside them, the child was sound asleep. I ended the call and gently moved their body, which had been leaning against the sofa, onto my lap. The child truly looked peaceful in their sleep. On the TV across the sofa, the cartoon the child had put on was still playing. It was a very ordinary cartoon, featuring heroes in colorful uniforms.

“Help me, Glow!”

“Wait for me, I’ll save you soon. Friends, I need your strength.”

I think there was something similar when I was this age.

The cartoon, which I hadn’t watched in over ten years, was childish and clumsy, but honestly, it wasn’t bad. It was a strange experience. To be with someone, not alone, on a weekend morning. The fact that it was just the child and I, quietly at home, felt awkward and unusual, but it wasn’t bad at all.

Chapter 6: The Weight of a Guardian
Ding-dong—

The sudden ring of the doorbell startled Jaeseong, who had been sleeping with his head in my lap, causing him to jolt upright.

“Shh, it’s alright,” I reassured him, rising immediately to activate the intercom. As expected, Aunt was waving from the screen, looking exactly as she had yesterday. Pressing the large button, I heard the immediate click of the door unlocking. Today, too, Aunt’s hands were laden with various items. Contrary to my wish to keep the amount of luggage to a minimum, the things she placed on the floor were, without exception, unwelcome.

“Have you had breakfast? What were you two doing— Oh my, you were sleeping, weren’t you, my Jaeseong?”

Aunt embraced Jaeseong, who was still seated on the sofa. The boy, not quite awake, wore a slightly dazed expression before a gentle smile bloomed on his face.

“…Hello.”

“Yes, yes. Did you sleep well? Junseo didn’t bother you, did he?”

“Yes.”

“That’s good. Now, go get dressed. We’re going shopping right away.”

“Yes.”

Jaeseong was undeniably less expressive than other children. While most kids struggled to conceal their joy or sorrow, he possessed an uncanny knack for masking his true feelings. Just now, despite his face remaining impassive at Aunt’s suggestion of going shopping, his heart was brimming with delight.

‘When would he finally reveal everything to me?’

As Jaeseong headed into the room, I too prepared to change, but Aunt suddenly stopped me.

“What is it?”

“You and I need to talk for a moment.”

“What is it this time? If it’s about his education, we’ve already covered everything.”

By now, Aunt’s ‘talk’ was all too predictable. As I frowned, attempting to dismiss her, she insisted it wasn’t that, grabbing my arm once more.

“It’s not about his education, just a moment.”

“Then what is it?”

“Jaeseong, when are you going to show him?”

‘Oh, not this again.’

“Later.”

“How much later?”

“When he’s a bit older.”

“So, when exactly is that?”

‘She’s so persistent, honestly.’ I casually uttered words that were neither a lie nor a joke.

“He’s still only ten, Aunt.”

“…Right. That’s true. Yes, I know. But… as you know, your parents have waited a long time.”

My father and mother trusted me implicitly. Of course, I knew they had both waited for eleven years.

[A ticking time bomb, ready to explode at any moment.]

It was a label that had clung to me ever since I became a Sentinel without a Guide.

Even when I heard such things, my parents never once betrayed any anxiety to me. They had always fully supported my decisions and choices since childhood, and they didn’t try to stop me even when I insisted on bringing home a ten-year-old child, an act completely out of character for me.

Knowing my personality, they deliberately refrained from bringing it up first, but I knew they were, in fact, incredibly curious. However, now was not the time. Jaeseong, above all, needed time to adjust.

“There’s no special meaning behind it. It’s just that you’re now his guardian, and no matter what kind of relationship it is, you’ll eventually become his Guide, so I think your parents will be worried.”

“You’ve already seen him on their behalf, Aunt.”

“I’m me, and they’re different, aren’t they?”

“Then you explain it well, Aunt. You’re family too. If you explain it properly, they’ll probably be fine.”

“But they’ll still be curious…”

“Let’s talk about that later for now. I’m going to go change.”

I deliberately hurried into the room. The regret that immediately washed over me was impossible to ignore. My mind swirled with confusion: Why, and for what purpose, had I brought this child home—a child I couldn’t even show to my parents, let alone anyone else?

The question that had plagued me since our first meeting remained unanswered to this day.

****

The department store on a weekend was infuriatingly crowded. I typically avoided bustling places, and after three months of hardly venturing outside, the throng within the department store felt utterly unfamiliar.

‘Perhaps I should have just stayed home as I was told.’

Despite Aunt’s continuous protests, I had stubbornly insisted on driving, fabricating an excuse, and now found myself in a place I would never normally visit. What’s more, for hours I had been circling children’s clothing stores, both hands laden with shopping bags.

“Look over there.”

“Whoa. Amazing.”

“Is that a model? Or a celebrity?”

‘It would be better if they simply mistook me for a model or a celebrity.’

“For someone like that, their image feels a bit different though.”

“Is that so… Huh? Could they be an Esper?”

“Oh, come on, no way. Would an Esper really just wander around a place this crowded?”

“True. That’s a good point.”

The children’s clothing section, usually the least crowded, was swarming with people. And it was all because of me.

The noisy chatter echoed from every direction. Uncomfortable stares followed me with every step. As if those weren’t enough to fray my nerves, some people openly pointed fingers at me. Honestly, even that was a mild reaction. Occasionally, people would snap photos without asking, forcing me to walk with my head down.

“Are you alright?”

“Do I look alright?”

“See? I told you to just go home.”

‘If I were going to do that, I wouldn’t have come in the first place.’

“Don’t push yourself; just go. We can take a taxi home.”

“It’s fine. Where to next?”

“If we just take the bags we have so far, we can stay here and—”

“I said, where to next?”

With a displeased expression, I took the shopping bags that had just been paid for. Seeing my deeply furrowed brow, Aunt shook her head from side to side.

“Oh, honestly, your stubbornness.”

In truth, I desperately wanted to go home at that very moment, but a single reason held me back.

“Aren’t you tired, Jaeseong?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Oh, you’re such a good boy. So adorable.”

Jaeseong must have tried on dozens of outfits under Aunt’s enthusiastic insistence, yet he appeared far more energetic than me, despite my good stamina. Even after more than two hours of walking around, he still seemed delighted. Every time he held Aunt’s hand and walked, his joy reached me. That small joy felt almost like my own happiness.

“I think we’ve bought enough clothes, so we’re done here. Now, let’s go to the stationery store.”

“I think we should eat first.”

“Ah, that’s right! It’s already two o’clock. I didn’t even notice the time passing.”

Before heading to a nearby stationery store, we stopped at the department store’s food court. Despite being past lunchtime, the seats were packed. Amidst the bustling crowd, we finally managed to secure a six-person table.

‘I’m never coming to a place like this again.’

“What do you want to eat?”

“I’ll go get the food; you stay here with him, Aunt.”

“Alright? Then I’ll have the curry rice. Jaeseong, what do you want to eat?”

Jaeseong wore a troubled expression. He seemed to ponder for a long time, and after much deliberation, the words that finally emerged from his mouth were, “Anything.”

I ordered Aunt’s curry rice at the Japanese food corner, then looked around and stopped at another stall. It was for the food I had seen on hundreds of pages all morning. After ordering there, I turned to leave, only to find my steps halting again at another spot. It was food from yet another page. In the end, I ordered various dishes from three or four different places before returning to our table.

Aunt clicked her tongue each time I brought back a tray laden with children’s meals—hamburgers, shrimp fried rice, omurice, and more.

“Why?”

“Oh, it’s just that… you’re doing things you never used to do.”

“What is?”

“In my next life, I want to be born a Guide too.”

“I told you it’s not like that.”

“Alright, alright, I get it. We’ll say it’s that.”

Aunt nodded with an indifferent expression, then looked at Jaeseong with a pleased face.

“Jaeseong, your eyelids are uneven.”

At Aunt’s words, Jaeseong smiled shyly.

“How interesting. One is an outer double eyelid, and the other is an inner one. Junseo, you look too.”

I gazed intently at Jaeseong’s face. He met my eyes but then, flustered, quickly averted his gaze.

Jaeseong’s face was quite pale, having seen little sunlight during several months of hospital life. Though he was very thin, his baby fat-kissed cheeks were not unpleasant to look at. His prominent, dark double eyelids, as striking as his large eyes, his small, round nose, and his plump cheeks were like cotton candy.

“They say if you only have one double eyelid, you’re a playboy. But if one is an inner double eyelid, does that still count? I should look it up.”

Aunt tapped on her phone screen, then muttered, ‘Seems like inner double eyelids don’t count. Our Jaeseong is going to break many hearts.’

“What will he do with such a scary guardian?”

“Stop with the useless talk and eat.”

“Oh my, I’m so scared I can’t say anything.”

Guardian. Even though it accurately described the relationship between Jaeseong and me, it felt awkward and uncomfortable. Was I truly meant to be this child’s guardian? I knew it was a decided matter that couldn’t be undone, yet belated regret washed over me.

I knew Jaeseong was the right Guide for me, but the possibility that there might be another Esper better suited for him was quite real. I had only Jaeseong, but he didn’t have only me. However, I hadn’t brought him here simply to bind him to me for that reason alone.

‘Then why, exactly?’

‘What was I thinking, bringing such a young child here? Why did I force myself into this troublesome situation? What exactly do I want to do with you?’

“Um… I’ll eat well.”

“Hmm.”

“Yes, our Jaeseong, eat a lot. But what about you, Junseo?”

“What about me?”

Aunt looked around at the various plates, then at my empty spot, her expression puzzled.

“Didn’t you order anything for yourself?”

“No.”

“Why?”

I silently pointed to the tray in front of Jaeseong. Steam was rising from the various dishes I had ordered.

“……?”

“I’m going to eat that.”

“Isn’t that Jaeseong’s food?”

“…Leftovers.”

“Hmph.”

Aunt was speechless, as if dumbfounded, then after a long moment, she mumbled to herself, ‘He never eats anything someone else has touched. In my next life, I’m definitely going to be born a Guide.’

Chapter 7: The Ordinary Life
For an hour, I had been selecting what Jaeseong needed at the stationery store. I had accompanied them, initially believing we only needed a few school supplies, but even choosing a simple notebook proved unexpectedly difficult.

“Oh! We need a notice book too. Jaeseong, pick one out here.”

I had no idea how many times this had happened already. Why were there so many types of notebooks for elementary school students? We had already picked out over ten different kinds since we arrived: diaries, basic practice books, dictation notebooks, English notebooks, music notebooks, observation journals, composition books, comprehensive notebooks, and various grid notebooks with eight or eleven squares—it was endless.

Though I desperately wished to finish quickly and go home, I couldn’t bring myself to stop my enthusiastic aunt. And then,

“I’ll… choose this one.”

“This one? Alright, let’s get it.”

Jaeseong looked happier than at any other point during our outing today.

Of course, they had seemed happy at the department store too, but not to this extent.

Located near the Children’s Park, this place lived up to its title as the nation’s largest stationery center, boasting a vast interior and an extensive array of items. As soon as we entered, Jaeseong’s eyes widened, and they gazed around the store as if utterly captivated. A familiar sensation washed over me, a feeling that didn’t easily fade.

Jaeseong had remained in a state of continuous happiness from that moment until now.

“Now, only the pencil case is left. Jaeseong, pick the one you like best.”

“Okay.”

Their small body hesitated, peering around the section where the pencil cases were displayed. They seemed a little more cautious than when choosing other school supplies, and perhaps because of this, despite there being only a few types, they couldn’t make a decision as easily as before.

Aunt pointed to the display case on the opposite side from where Jaeseong stood.

“Jaeseong, look, there are character pencil cases over there too.”

Seeing where Aunt’s finger pointed, Jaeseong subtly shifted their steps in that direction.

“Ah! That’s our best-selling item these days. The character in the middle is especially popular!”

A nearby staff member, unprompted, launched into a detailed explanation. They claimed the cartoon, which children Jaeseong’s age absolutely couldn’t *not* know, had revolutionized the stagnant animation industry, describing it as an ordinary hero cartoon where five protagonists fought for peace.

Even if it was the talk of elementary schoolers, to my adult eyes, it was nothing more than a childish, boring cartoon, giving me no reason to care. Yet, my gaze kept drifting towards it. The cartoon the staff member described was the very one Jaeseong had put on that morning before falling asleep.

“Does our friend like Glow too? Glow is so cool, isn’t they?”

“Oh my, is this character’s name Glow? What a cool name. Jaeseong, do you want this one?”

“Yes.”

Jaeseong hesitated for a moment but then nodded, a faint smile gracing their lips.

“Here, please ring this up along with the others.”

“You’ve made an excellent choice. Glow is so popular with kids these days that we’re always running low on stock every time a new shipment arrives.”

While the staff member scanned the item’s barcode, I turned around.

‘What’s wrong with me?’

The buoyant feeling from a moment ago had subsided. Jaeseong’s pale face was clearly smiling, yet the emotions I sensed within them told a different story.

“Don’t ring that up yet, wait a moment.”

“Huh?”

I returned to the pencil case section we had just left. There, I picked up a pencil case from the very end corner. Adorned with a character in a black uniform, it was, frankly, utterly drab.

“Take this one.”

Both Aunt and the staff member simultaneously looked up. Their gazes immediately fixed on the pencil case in my hand.

“Oh? That character is…”

“What are you doing? Jaeseong said they wanted the other one!”

“Just take this one.”

“What’s with this sudden stubbornness? Why are you acting like this?”

“Fine… It’s fine. Then just buy both.”

Unwilling to engage in a pointless argument in such a public place, I placed both pencil cases on the counter.

“Honestly, what is this? Why the sudden greed for pencil cases?”

“I’ll take both, please.”

Despite receiving a suspicious glare from Aunt, I steadfastly presented the two pencil cases.

*Beep- Beep-*

The endless procession of barcode scans continued, and then, when only a few school supplies, including the pencil cases, remained to be scanned.

“Um, I’ll… I’ll take this one….”

“Huh?”

Jaeseong had reached for the drab pencil case I had chosen.

“Oh? This one? You want to buy this?”

“Yes.”

“Not that one, but this one?”

“Yes.”

Despite Aunt’s repeated questions, Jaeseong consistently pointed to the same item.

“Jaeseong, you can buy what you want. You don’t have to listen to Junseo.”

“I… I like this one. I’ll get Knight.”

‘Was this character’s name Knight? Even the name is drab.’

“Really? You’re not just saying that to be polite, are you?”

*Nod.*

In the end, we put back the initial choice and purchased the pencil case Jaeseong had selected. Jaeseong, holding the jet-black pencil case, seemed incredibly happy.

****

Having finally emerged from the stationery store after a full hour and a half, it was already past five o’clock. Being summer, even with the sun halfway down, the air outside remained thick and warm.

“Jaeseong, are you alright? Aren’t you tired?”

“I’m fine.”

Jaeseong shook their head. However, contrary to their assurance, their complexion looked a little fatigued.

‘We’ll have to walk a bit to reach the parking lot.’

“Stay here. I’ll get the car.”

“Ah, wait a moment. Before that, I’ll quickly go to the restroom. Take Jaeseong and sit on the bench in front of the theater. I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.”

“Junseo, don’t lose Jaeseong; keep a close eye on them.”

After confirming Aunt was heading in the opposite direction, we walked towards the theater. As it was a bright weekend, the streets lined with restaurants and the theater district were bustling with couples and families, all wearing cheerful expressions. Among them, many children who appeared to be Jaeseong’s age caught my eye. Come to think of it, this was also the first time I had seen so many children.

Having manifested my abilities at such a young age, leading to my isolation from society, it was rare for me to even see someone a year or two younger than myself, let alone a child. Furthermore, since my aunt, who was seven years younger than my father, had married before him, my cousins were older ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters,’ not younger ones. Dealing with anyone younger than myself was therefore inherently difficult for me.

For someone like me to become Jaeseong’s guardian, and to be in a place like this on a weekend evening, it would be strange not to be surprised.

After passing several shops, an alley appeared, lined with benches stretching in a straight line. I found it odd that all the children passing by were holding identical ice cream cones. And sure enough, a large white sign with an ice cream illustration caught my eye in the distance.

I stopped walking and turned my head.

“Wait here for a moment. I’ll be right-”

…

…

‘Huh?’

Instead of Jaeseong’s familiar face by my side, an unknown child was eating an ice cream.

“Jaehoon, it’s time to go in. Stop playing and come here.”

As the child I had never seen before walked away, holding the middle-aged man’s hand, I stood rooted to the spot, utterly stunned. My mind suddenly went blank, unable to form a single thought.

*Thump.* ‘The sound of my heart plummeting.’

First, I turned around and retraced my steps.

‘Where are they?’

My mind was in chaos. I tried to regain my composure, but my heart kept racing with urgency.

Initially, I was angry at my own useless incompetence. But as Jaeseong remained out of sight, a heavy sense of guilt and fear washed over me. It was a terror I had never experienced before.

After a few frantic, hurried steps, I spotted a pale face anxiously looking around in the distant, bustling crowd. I rushed towards them, my heart pounding erratically, just as it had three months ago, with every step closer. Jaeseong was trembling with fear.

“Ha… Come here.”

“…!”

Upon seeing me, Jaeseong hastily rushed over and grabbed the hand I offered, then exhaled the breath they had been holding. They looked as though they were about to burst into tears.

The moment their trembling fingertips touched mine, a pleasant sensation, enough to make my hair stand on end, spread through me. Instantaneously, a sense of comfort enveloped my entire body, bringing with it an almost unbelievable tranquility. This was the unique stability only a Guide could provide, the sole beacon capable of leading an Esper. My chaotic mind and anxious heart instantly quieted.

‘Such a feeling just from holding hands. It’s astounding.’

The ice cream shop I had seen earlier was packed, both inside and at its outdoor tables. Moreover, the benches in front of the theater that Aunt had mentioned were also occupied by entwined couples and young children. Jaeseong looked tired.

Normally, a child would have whined at least once, but after five or six hours of walking around, Jaeseong hadn’t complained about being tired. Aunt would likely be a while, and there was nowhere to sit. It bothered me to just leave them standing, so I eventually let go of their hand. Jaeseong, who had been eating ice cream, immediately looked up as I released them. Their dark eyes flickered with anxiety.

“Wh-where are you going?”

“Nowhere.”

“Then what?”

“Here, hold tight.”

“Huh?”

I picked Jaeseong up. I deliberately chose to carry them rather than give them a piggyback ride, thinking the height might scare them. At first, Jaeseong seemed awkward, but with time, they settled into a comfortable, familiar position.

Holding a small child for the very first time, I realized that Jaeseong was even smaller than I had imagined. I had felt it yesterday, but honestly, I was afraid of touching such a fragile being, one that seemed like it could break with just a little force.

“Whoa, look over there.”

“Wow…”

“Is that their dad?”

“I can’t see their face clearly… Aren’t they an uncle and nephew?”

Everyone passing by was staring at us. Remembering the sensation I had felt earlier from holding their hand, a sudden wave of guilt washed over me. It wasn’t an action with any particular meaning, yet a thought flashed through my mind, making me feel dirty, as if I were a pedophile.

Unconsciously, my expression soured.

Even as I wrestled with complex thoughts, Jaeseong continued to breathe calmly. Just like the first time we touched, my senses naturally sought out their breathing.

‘Is this truly normal?’

“…”

After about five minutes, I subtly turned my head and saw Aunt looking at us with an incredulous expression.

“What? If you arrived, you should’ve said something.”

“I’m so dumbfounded, I can’t even speak.”

“Why?”

“Earlier at the department store, you said you hated people staring, but don’t you think this draws even more attention?”

“It does.”

“Honestly, you’re impossible.”

“We’re late. Let’s go quickly.”

As I stepped towards the parking lot, Aunt quickly followed behind me, asking,

“Are you going to keep carrying them like that?”

“Yeah.”

“I thought you were going to get the car.”

I pointed to the small head resting on my shoulder.

“…They fell asleep.”

At my words, Aunt clucked her tongue once more.

As expected, Jaeseong didn’t wake up even after getting into the car. The sun had set during our drive home, and by the time we arrived at the center, it was quite dark. Aunt whispered her goodbyes before getting out of the car. Even when we reached the residence’s underground parking lot, Jaeseong remained asleep, curled up in an uncomfortable position in the backseat.

I recalled the scenes I had witnessed in front of the theater earlier.

The child smiling brightly, holding a favorite ice cream. The child running around a small fountain. The child clinging to their mother’s hand, whining that their legs hurt. And the child asleep on their father’s lap, a candy in their mouth.

Watching those ordinary sights, I thought.

Everything listed on the pages I had read since before sunrise. The things a ‘normal’ child thinks, likes, and desires. All those things that had been denied to this child until now.

—’I want to show Jaeseong all of those things.’

Greeting someone upon waking.

Eating breakfast face-to-face with someone.

Taking a nap while watching a cartoon.

After experiencing all those obvious things, one by one, I hoped to one day see Jaeseong running around excitedly, smiling brightly.

Only then did I realize.

The reason I brought you here.

‘I want to give you an ordinary life.’

Chapter 8: The Unseen Connection
The Unseen Connection

Was something ailing him?

I was deep in thought. The child, who had clearly gone to bed at 8 PM intending to sleep, hadn’t fallen asleep for thirty minutes already. Moreover, their mood fluctuated wildly, as if flipping a coin, making me wonder what on earth they were thinking all by themself.

At first, I simply assumed they couldn’t sleep, but it bothered me that a child who usually fell asleep the moment their head touched the pillow was still awake. Yesterday, we had spent the entire day shopping, and today, after waking up in the morning, we had briefly visited a bookstore in the afternoon. They hadn’t even slept in the car on the way back today, so by all accounts, they should have been fast asleep by now.

If the child were asleep, I would simply go in, stay by their side for a while, and then leave. But with them awake, I hesitated, unsure of what to do.

“Ha…”

‘I have to wake up at seven tomorrow.’

Eventually, I rose from my chair and walked towards the child’s room.

*Knock-knock*

As I cautiously opened the door, I heard a rustling sound from within. The child looked at me with a startled expression.

“Why aren’t you sleeping?”

“Oh… I-I’ll sleep.”

Misinterpreting my question as a scolding, the child quickly pulled the blanket over themself. In one corner of the room, the fan we had bought today was diligently whirring.

“Can’t you sleep?”

The child, who had been tightly squeezing their eyes shut, opened them again and nodded.

“Why?”

“…”

“Why can’t you sleep?”

“…”

“I won’t know unless you tell me.”

After a long pause, the child spoke in a quiet voice.

“Tomorrow…”

Tomorrow was Monday. And it was the child’s first day at a new school. Although they didn’t finish their sentence, given their fluctuating mood, it seemed the child couldn’t sleep due to a strange mix of anxiety and anticipation.

“Close your eyes.”

“W-Why?”

“Just close them. I’m not scolding you, so don’t be nervous.”

The child eventually closed their eyes. As I covered their slightly swollen eyelids with my hand, their delicate eyelashes tickled my palm. It felt strange. I turned off the noisy fan. Suddenly, a deathly silence enveloped the world.

“…Huh?”

“Shhh.”

As I sat still and created a cool breeze, the child, almost miraculously, fell asleep in an instant. I hadn’t sung a lullaby or read a book, yet within minutes, I heard the soft, rhythmic breathing of sleep.

‘Buying a fan was pointless, then.’

For the third day in a row—two days ago, yesterday, and now today—as I gazed blankly at the child’s sleeping face, an inexplicable sense of comfort washed over me. It was a feeling of solace and reassurance, simply from being by their side. This was distinctly different from the relief I was familiar with. It was truly odd to experience such emotions, without any apparent reason, from a child so much younger and weaker than myself.

‘I’m the guardian, yet it feels like I’m the one being comforted.’

Each time I looked at the child’s peacefully sleeping face, it evoked an indescribable emotion within me. Just seeing this face would make my chest ache with a strange fullness. In the sleeping child, there was no trace of the man who was nothing short of a devil.

****

“W-What is it? What do you want to tell me?”

At the vending machine in the recreation room, located at the very end of the pediatric ward, there was still only water. As I inserted two crumpled banknotes, a thudding sound was followed by the jingle of coins. I handed the man a full bottle of water. In front of the man, who was giving me a suspicious look, I deliberately opened the cap first.

‘Ah. Still tastes terrible.’

The lukewarm water only seemed to intensify my thirst. I looked at the man sitting opposite me. Up close, the man appeared even more disheveled than he had from a distance. His hair was tangled and uneven, growing wildly. A beard suggested he hadn’t shaved in days. His arm, encased in a cast, was so thin it made me frown. The lack of any discernible odor, even at this proximity, strongly indicated amphetamine use.

“I heard you’re refusing to settle.”

Seeing my face, the man flinched and his shoulders trembled. Then, he gnawed anxiously at his lips and nervously bounced his leg.

“D-Do you think I’d be s-scared just because you, you’re like that?”

“…Ha.”

“N-No matter how much you threaten me, I-I’ll never agree to a settlement.”

The man was precisely the kind of person I found most contemptible in this world. Espers typically viewed ordinary humans as ‘weak beings,’ but there were rare exceptions. Not beings to be protected, but beings to be eradicated. Foolish humans. Among them, what I found particularly foolish was the act of selling one’s soul for substances or drugs, all for trivial gain and futile desires.

“How much do you want?”

“W-What… huh?”

“The settlement money. How much will it take for you to agree?”

The man, with a startled expression, was unable to speak. But that lasted only a moment before he quickly cleared his throat, revealing his true intentions.

“Ahem, ahem, settlement money… I wasn’t going to accept it, you see… but if you’re truly sorry, I might consider it, depending on your sincerity.”

“So, how much?”

“Huh? Hmm… considering the emotional damage… uh, 100 million won? You should give at least that much, ahem.”

“100 million won?”

“Cough!”

The man spat out the water he was drinking and coughed repeatedly. After several deep, rattling breaths, he dislodged phlegm from his throat. With his wretched appearance and bloodshot eyes, he looked no different from a zombie.

“Is that too little?”

“Uh, uh, no. Well, th-th-that much is… fine…”

“I’ll give it to you. However, there’s a condition.”

At the word ‘condition,’ the man’s eyes wavered.

“As you can see, I’m affiliated with the government, so I can’t just give money to a victim on my own. If you suddenly agree to a settlement, it’ll look suspicious.”

“Huh? Th-Then what…?”

“First, hold out for about three months, then say you’ll settle. I’ll give you the money upfront, though.”

This was, of course, utter nonsense. There was no way a government agency like the Center would drag out negotiations on such a sensitive matter for three months. It was obvious they would be on tenterhooks, fearing an article about ‘a physical Esper attacking a civilian’ would break at any moment. Yet, the man didn’t even catch on to such a simple lie. It was a deal with no downsides for him, and with money in hand, holding out for three months would be no trouble at all. Unable to hide his expression, the man’s prominent cheekbones twitched above his sunken cheeks.

“Alright. I promise.”

“However.”

I spoke, emphasizing each word with a calmer tone.

“What if, after three months, you don’t keep your promise?”

“Huh? H-Huh?”

“You might refuse to settle then. I need some kind of guarantee too.”

The man’s expression darkened instantly. Seeing him actually try to think, as if he were genuinely contemplating, was so absurd it made me let out a hollow laugh.

“A guarantee, you say? What kind of guarantee…?”

“The child in Room 503.”

“Huh?”

“That’s your child, isn’t it?”

“Ahem, y-yes, that’s right.”

“I’ll take care of him for three months, then return him.”

“What?”

The man hesitated slightly. I thought he might actually care about his own child, but then the man added, ‘Even though he’s like that, he’s a Guide, so he might be worth money later.’

“Hmm, in that case…”

Manipulating the man was easier than moving a single finger. I presented one more condition. When I said I would ‘keep the child in this hospital for three months, and give him another 100 million won when I take him away after three months,’ the man nodded happily. I wanted to snap the neck of the cackling man who said, ‘That suits me just fine.’

“S-So, when does this start…?”

“Today. Right now.”

The man was visibly delighted. It was clear that all the man could see now was the money that would soon be his.

“Let me be clear, the child is your guarantee, entrusted to me. For three months, I hold ownership. You must not take him arbitrarily. If you try to take him before then, you must ask my permission.”

“Of course. Don’t worry about that. Hehehe.”

“I truly dislike anyone touching my possessions. Ideally, I’d prefer not to run into you here.”

Hearing my cold, subdued voice, the man lowered the corners of his mouth and swallowed dryly.

The only way I could see the child, given that I couldn’t leave the facility for three months, was to keep him in the Center’s hospital. For that, I needed the permission of the man, the child’s guardian. I regretted accepting the disciplinary action so easily. At the very least, I should have tried to shorten the duration. But even then, I hadn’t thought about taking the child with me. I merely planned to visit him occasionally after three months, when I would be allowed into areas with ordinary people.

Transferring 100 million won through an Esper-exclusive account was not difficult. The man, having received the money with a few clicks, fled as if escaping. Originally, I had intended to leave immediately as well. The desire to return home right away was overwhelming. Dealing with this human refuse, whose mind was so rotten it made fighting a Stinkelos—the most foul-smelling of all creatures—seem preferable, was more nauseating than I could have imagined. I desperately wanted to cleanse myself of this filthy feeling.

I walked towards the emergency stairs I had just ascended. As I walked down the corridor, every hospital room I passed had adults, seemingly parents, with their children. If not parents, then relatives, grandfathers, grandmothers. Or even older or younger siblings. Seeing such scenes, my feet felt rooted to the spot.

I found myself walking towards the child’s room, as if drawn by an unseen force. By this point, I was genuinely curious. Why a Guide I hadn’t even matched with was bothering me so much. And how he could annoy me without even being matched. I had clearly been told I could only perceive the emotions of a matched Guide, but no matter how I thought about it, what I had felt earlier was definitely the child’s mood.

“Oh? Didn’t you just leave?”

The doctor, who was on rounds, looked at me with surprise. Having had no intention of returning, I couldn’t answer the question immediately.

“I saw that other person had left earlier, so I assumed you’d visited them and gone home.”

“Is it alright to visit now?”

“Ah, yes. Go on in. He’s probably not asleep yet.”

On the entrance to Room 503, a name tag with the three characters, [Jaeseong], was affixed.

‘So, he was a boy.’

I carefully stepped into the hospital room. The small figure sitting on the bed rustled and turned around.

“…”

“…”

Jaeseong was startled, but didn’t scream or ask who I was. I stood before him, as he gazed at me with wide, round eyes. Splotchy skin. One swollen cheek. His cracked lips were caked with dried blood.

‘He’s quite ugly.’

Still, I liked his unwavering black eyes that looked at me. They were clean and clear eyes, completely unlike the man’s dull, clouded gaze. Even as I leaned against the wall, silently staring at him, Jaeseong didn’t tell me to leave. He would quickly turn his head away if our eyes met, yet he didn’t fear me. I could only think that. Because Jaeseong, lying in bed, reached out a hand towards me before quietly falling asleep.

And so, every single day, without fail, I visited the same hospital room. When Jaeseong was awake, I would stand by one wall for a while before leaving; when he was asleep, I would sit on the sofa before returning. But I never once exchanged words with Jaeseong.

I didn’t know why, but that place felt inexplicably comfortable. Whenever I saw Jaeseong, an unknown sense of relief and longing would wash over me.

‘Is this how it is for all Espers and Guides?’

‘Espers who cannot refuse a Guide’s emotions.’

‘Espers who cannot live without a Guide.’

‘Guides who neither feel nor know such Espers.’

‘A relationship so one-sided it bred resentment.’

‘What a truly ridiculous fate.’

Chapter 9: The Vanishing Guide
Days turned into weeks, then a little over a month had passed when an urgent situation erupted in Zone 2, plunging the area into a state of high alert.

Creatures were categorized by their attack patterns, and among these, the airborne Air Tensors posed the most formidable challenge. Their aerial domain was one factor, but their blistering speed made them exceptionally difficult to engage. Adding to the peril, their appearances were erratic, making prediction impossible. Unlike most creatures that typically surfaced under the cover of night, Air Tensors had no consistent schedule, often materializing abruptly even in broad daylight, which demanded our constant presence on standby.

While other Espers typically rotated between day and night shifts, or stood by every other day, I, however, could not afford to leave my post for an entire day. This wasn’t solely because of my high level, but primarily due to my unique abilities that granted me a distinct advantage against airborne creatures.

I could only steal fleeting glances of Jaeseong, and even those were limited to seeing him asleep. Despite my relentless schedule, any chance I found to slip away to the hospital meant arriving late at night, when every room in the children’s ward was already dark. Today was no different; I had barely managed to create a window, only to find the precious moments I had were agonizingly brief.

“Is visiting allowed now?”

“Oh, you’re here?”

The new nurse, having grown entirely familiar with my face, recognized me instantly and, without prompting, added my name to the visitor’s list.

“You’ve been coming late these days.”

“I apologize for the late hour.”

“Oh, no, it’s not a reprimand. It’s just that Jaeseong might feel a bit disheartened. He was waiting for you, you know, and only just drifted off to sleep… If only you could have arrived a little sooner.”

‘He waited? For me?’

“He’s been pacing back and forth by the door ever since dinner. He’s been doing it for days now.”

I stepped directly into the room. In the dim light, a pale face lay peacefully asleep. Jaeseong’s cheeks, once puffy, had receded, and the bruises had vanished, leaving behind a surprisingly cute countenance. His hair, having grown longer, now curled gently, partially veiling his eyes.

‘Does he even know who I am?’

An inexplicable dichotomy of desires bloomed within me: I yearned for Jaeseong to open his eyes, yet simultaneously wished he would remain asleep. Though it felt like only days since I had last gazed into those dark eyes, seeing him so peacefully slumbering ignited an unbidden sense of longing.

I settled into a corner, watching his sleeping face, and eventually checked the time. Though it felt as if I had only just sat down, a full thirty minutes had already slipped by. I longed to stay longer, but time was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Fearing that a sudden call might rouse Jaeseong, I deliberately rose early. Before exiting the room, I drew closer for one last look at his face, and then—

A flicker.

“……”

“……”

Jaeseong’s eyes fluttered open. He blinked a few times, still heavy with sleep, before recognizing me and widening his gaze even more.

Though I hadn’t come clandestinely, an unwarranted sense of wrongdoing crept over me. As I began to move, intending to leave before he grew more uncomfortable, Jaeseong stirred, rustling as he started to sit up.

‘Why?’

I wanted to speak, to utter something, but when I tried, my voice failed me.

“……”

“……”

Both Jaeseong and I remained silent, neither of us uttering a sound.

How many seconds ticked by in that silence? As I made to move, intending to leave once more, Jaeseong’s small hand suddenly reached out, clutching the lapel of my uniform. He seemed unfazed by my dark, imposing attire, holding on for a prolonged moment. Yet, the instant our eyes met, he quickly averted his gaze.

“……”

“……”

The silence persisted.

‘If he wasn’t going to say anything, why did he grab me?’

Still seated, I gently pressed on Jaeseong’s shoulder as he blinked his sleepy eyes. When I carefully eased him back, he autonomously stretched out his legs and settled down. Within mere minutes, the soft, rhythmic sound of his breathing filled the nearby air. That day, despite numerous attempts to depart, I ultimately failed, only managing to return to the center around sunrise after receiving an urgent call.

And the very next day,

“Junseo, you should go in and rest. How many days has it been now? Go straight home today.”

“Is it alright?”

“Yeah. It seems almost finished, and the incoming team will handle the rest. You’ve worked hard.”

After a full day on standby, clearing the final zone, reinforcements finally arrived. Handing the baton over to the next team, I returned to my capsule, noting the time had already passed 10 PM. I stepped into the shower, peeling off my uniform, which was caked with creature blood, and cleansed myself. It had been such an extended period since I’d worn anything other than my uniform that my civilian clothes felt almost alien.

An overwhelming fatigue enveloped me, compelling me to close my eyes right then and there. Even for me, battling creatures for nights on end was an arduous ordeal. Yet, despite my profound exhaustion, the thought of returning home never surfaced. Instead, as weariness claimed me, the first image that materialized in my mind was that face at the hospital.

‘This is crazy. I’m not an idiot.’

‘To think that sleep isn’t humanity’s strongest desire.’

While I had never openly scorned Espers who found themselves utterly beholden to their Guides, neither had I ever truly understood their plight. I harbored no desire to dictate how others lived, but I adamantly wished not to succumb to such a fate myself.

Yet, here I was, no different from them. And the object of my nascent fixation was a mere ten-year-old child. I desperately sought any other excuse to quell the wave of self-disappointment. ‘Guide and Esper,’ I reasoned, clinging to the belief that it wasn’t *just* for that. Surely, somewhere amidst these burgeoning emotions, there lay genuine compassion or pity for a child. This was how I rationalized my bewildering state.

As I headed to the parking lot, intending to go to the hospital as usual,

*Thump.*

*Thump.*

*Thump.*

My heart hammered, a painful, frantic rhythm against my ribs. An irrational terror suddenly seized me, a sensation more vivid and chilling than anything I had ever known. This inexplicable unease, though familiar from a past encounter, had never been this profound. Instantly, I pulled out my phone.

*Ring— Ring— Ring— Click.*

– Oh, Junseo.

“Are you at the hospital, by any chance?”

– Yeah. There’s an emergency surgery today.

The voice on the other end of the line was remarkably quiet, devoid of any background noise.

“Is anyone, by any chance, in the hospital room?”

– Huh? Well, he was alone during rounds earlier, but I went into surgery after that, so I don’t really know.

A wave of dread washed over me. I tried to convince myself it was merely a fleeting bad feeling, but my attempts were futile.

– Why? Is something wrong with Jaeseong? Should I go check?

“I would appreciate it.”

– Alright, I’ll go and call you back.

I scrambled into my car, slamming my foot on the accelerator. As I wrenched the steering wheel towards the hospital, a mechanical voice chimed from the car’s Bluetooth connection.

– You have 1 unread message. –

*Beep—*

[The victim finally agreed to a settlement. They kept refusing, but then suddenly called today. They said 8 million won was paid as compensation. Anyway, it’s resolved, so I thought you should know.]

‘That insane bastard.’

I had, to some extent, anticipated this. I knew, without needing to witness it, precisely how a drug addict would squander 100 million won. I had fully expected him to reappear once a significant portion of the money was gone, at which point I intended to simply hand him more cash and send him on his way.

But he had already agreed to a settlement. This implied he intended to take Jaeseong without collecting the remaining funds.

‘That man would give up 100 million won?’

It was utterly inconceivable. No matter how I twisted the facts, there was zero possibility the man would ever choose a child over money.

‘Then why would the man give up the money and take Jaeseong?’

‘Heh heh, even if he looks like that, he’s a Guide, you know. He could be worth money someday.’

The man’s gravelly voice echoed in my mind, igniting a furious surge of rage. He was undeniably planning to sell Jaeseong to *that* place—the very one I had silently dreaded.

“Damn it!”

The moment my car screeched to a halt at the hospital, a call from the doctor immediately came through.

– Junseo. Jaeseong…

He was gone. The child who should have been in his hospital room. The child who should have been waiting for me was nowhere to be found.

Jaeseong… had vanished.

****

Sleep eluded me. I had managed to soothe the anxious child to sleep, but I, myself, couldn’t find proper rest.

I dreamt of losing Jaeseong, a haunting echo of ‘that day’ when he vanished with the man.

When Jaeseong vanished before the theater, the sensation was identical: my blood ran cold, just as it had on that fateful day. The first time, a child I hadn’t yet truly known disappeared; the second, a child right before my eyes was gone. These were the moments that seared into me the true meaning of fear.

The gnawing anxiety that Jaeseong might, one day, simply vanish—perhaps that, I realized, was the true, underlying reason I had brought him into my life.

On the morning Jaeseong was to attend school, an alarm chimed from his room, swiftly followed by the sound of running water.

*Click.*

I sat at the dining table, and soon Jaeseong emerged, having completed all his preparations.

“Ah, good morning.”

‘What exactly does one say in a situation like this?’ From a handful of potential greetings, I selected what seemed the most appropriate.

“Morning.”

Jaeseong scratched the back of his neck, a slight flush of shyness coloring his cheeks.

“Come quickly and eat.”

“Yes.”

Jaeseong settled into his chair, his gaze fixed on the plate before him. The day before yesterday, he had eaten half a pancake and a tenth of an omelet; yesterday, a single waffle and half a fried egg. Though I had urged him to gradually increase his portions, watching him eat always filled me with a simmering anxiety.

Today, Jaeseong’s choice was toast dusted with white sugar. He tentatively sampled a triangular slice, then, as if the taste wasn’t quite what he’d anticipated, took a single bite and subtly cast a glance my way.

“What is it?”

“……”

“Don’t want to eat it?”

He nodded.

White crumbs drifted from the tip of the fork Jaeseong held.

“Ah—”

“……?”

“Give it to me. If you’re not going to eat it.”

I pulled Jaeseong’s arm, his face frozen in an expression that suggested he’d witnessed something utterly scandalous, and then I unceremoniously shoved the fork into my mouth. The toast was neither particularly palatable nor entirely unpleasant.

I handed Jaeseong the pancakes he had eaten well before, then subtly pointed to the sausage nearby.

“This too.”

Jaeseong suddenly adopted an indifferent expression. I gestured again, but he deliberately avoided my gaze.

I speared a well-cooked sausage with my fork and placed it in his hand.

“Try it.”

“……”

“It’s delicious.”

“……”

Jaeseong shook his head. He didn’t say he disliked it, but then silently extended the fork toward my mouth. He waited until I opened my mouth with an ‘Ah—’.

For the first time, I felt as though I had lost a battle.

Chapter 10: A New Beginning, An Unsettling Feeling
It took approximately thirty-five minutes to drive from the residence to Jaeseong’s school. Throughout the journey, Jaeseong’s heart had been thumping with anticipation, but upon arriving at the school, its rhythm quickened considerably. The school Jaeseong was about to attend was remarkably ordinary. It was a plain, rectangular brown building shaped like the Korean letter ‘ㄴ’, with large windows that allowed a clear view inside, two goalposts on the sports field, and various playground equipment. It was simply an ‘ordinary’ elementary school, the kind one could find almost anywhere. As it was already past school entry time, only one or two students were visible on the otherwise empty playground. Having been informed by Aunt that the transfer procedures had already been handled by the Center and that we could proceed directly to the principal’s office, I stepped out of the car.

“Ah. Wait a moment.”

I halted my steps and returned to the car. Opening the central console box, I retrieved a small cell phone.

“Take this.”

I needed a means to contact Jaeseong. While it wouldn’t matter if someone else could contact him on my behalf, I required a device that could pinpoint his location should he suddenly disappear again, as he had before. The employee who had trailed me through the phone store had recommended several kids’ phones, claiming they were the most popular among elementary students, but with a superior model right before my eyes, I simply couldn’t bring myself to purchase an inferior one.

“I’ve saved my number in it, so call me if anything happens. If I don’t answer, call Aunt instead.”

As I handed him the latest model phone, Jaeseong offered a smile that was almost a grimace. With an expression that made it impossible to discern if he was pleased or displeased, he bowed his head politely.

“…Thank you. I’ll use it well.”

Though I had merely received a thank you, a peculiar emotion bloomed within me.

‘Jaeseong is so good at giving thanks. Oh, what a sweet child.’

I suddenly found myself feeling a surge of dislike for Aunt, who had acted as if she had bought the phone herself, despite it being purchased with my card. I had wondered what was so great about receiving a simple thank you, but now I understood this feeling.

“If you lose it, tell me immediately.”

“I won’t lose it.”

‘I didn’t say ‘don’t lose it,’ but ‘tell me if you lose it’.’ I was about to correct him, but the sight of his face, seemingly pleased as he held the phone, made me decide against it, and I resumed walking.

As classes had already begun, the school interior was exceptionally quiet. Yet, a strange sensation arose from the faint murmurs of children and the lecturing voice of a teacher, carried by my sensitive hearing. Most unfamiliar was the sight that greeted me immediately upon entering: smooth corridors marked with indoor shoe prints and walls adorned with clumsy drawings—a panorama rarely seen within the Center’s educational facilities.

Disregarding the unfamiliar sights, I held Jaeseong’s backpack in hand and headed to the principal’s office on the first floor.

Knock, knock.

“Yes—” A brief reply was heard, and shortly after, the door opened.

Click.

“Ah! Welcome. We were just waiting for you.”

“Hello.”

“Yes, yes. Jaeseong… that’s right, isn’t it? It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Hello.”

A man and a woman, both possessing amiable expressions and gentle demeanors, looking exactly as they did in their photos, greeted us warmly.

‘Not bad.’

This school had been chosen with considerable care. It had taken two weeks to select just one out of more than ten candidates. For a child who had to start everything anew in an unfamiliar environment, ‘school’—a place that occupied more than half of their day—was crucial for developing social skills.

Although there were several schools within a 10km radius of the Center, the reason this distant one was specifically chosen was because it was the most ideal school.

An ordinary school. Ordinary teachers. Ordinary students.

While the distance was considerable, the school environment was good enough to warrant it. Moreover, I was particularly pleased with the principal and the teacher who would be Jaeseong’s homeroom instructor. According to my research, these two individuals were the most transparent among the many candidates.

“I am Kim Yeonsik, the principal. And this is the homeroom teacher for class 3…”

“I’m Jung Sumi. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Hello, Jaeseong.”

Both individuals had made a favorable impression with their demeanor and speech from the outset. While the rest would unfold gradually, I first needed to address the most critical confirmation. Thus, as soon as I was seated, I immediately cut to the chase.

“As you’ve likely already heard, I do not wish for Jaeseong to be improperly exposed simply because I am somewhat ‘special.’ The fact that his guardian is an Esper, and that Jaeseong himself has been living at the Center—neither of these two facts must ever be revealed.”

“Of course. You needn’t worry about that aspect. Only the two of us will be privy to that information. We will keep it a secret from other teachers, including the vice-principal, parents, students, and even our own families. We give you our word.”

“For Jaeseong’s sake, we will absolutely keep it a secret, so please don’t worry. We’ve even signed a non-disclosure agreement.”

The conversation with the two individuals was brief. After a simple exchange of names, the homeroom teacher offered a concise overview of the classes, and I, having concluded my most crucial business, had nothing further to add. With the principal’s brief words of encouragement, our first meeting drew to a close.

“We look forward to working with you.”

“Please don’t worry too much. Ms. Jung and I will ensure Jaeseong adapts well.”

“Thank you.”

“Well then, we’ll head to the classroom now. Jaeseong, shall we go meet your teacher and friends?”

Jaeseong’s awkwardly fidgeting hand reached out and clasped the teacher’s. The child, now wearing his backpack, appeared somewhat subdued. Usually, he would avert his gaze whenever I looked at him, but today, even without my direct gaze, his eyes kept following me. I couldn’t tell if it was intentional, but as soon as our eyes met, his eyebrows immediately drooped.

“I’ll see you again.”

“Yes. Take care.”

“…”

Jaeseong remained silent.

“Jaeseong. You should say goodbye. Say, ‘I’ll be back safely.'”

“…”

Despite the teacher’s prompting, Jaeseong’s thin lips remained tightly sealed. He was clearly anxious. It then occurred to me that after spending several months confined to a hospital, it would be strange if he *weren’t* anxious, suddenly facing entirely new environments—a new home, a new school, everything.

However, it was an unavoidable situation, a challenge he had to overcome on his own. Finally, after several hesitations, his wavering lips managed to utter a few words.

“…I’ll be back.”

‘A strange feeling.’

“Okay. Come out to the school gate when you’re done.”

“Yes.”

He took a difficult step forward. I felt as though watching him leave would be easier, but my own feet found it hard to move first.

I constantly yearned to turn around. ‘Perhaps he hasn’t turned back yet?’ I was tempted to glance over my shoulder, but after several moments of hesitation, I pretended not to notice and kept walking forward. I continued walking, eyes fixed ahead, until I heard footsteps, and then, by chance, I saw the two of them reflected in the corridor window. Through the transparent glass, Jaeseong, holding the teacher’s hand, subtly turned his head several times. His wavering eyes were chasing after me repeatedly.

Truly,

I wanted to turn around.

****

Mondays at the Center were always busier than other days. Despite operating 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year, I could never discern the reason for this particular Monday rush. Accustomed to the scene, no different from any other workplace, I took the familiar elevator up to the seventh-floor examination room.

“Oh? You’re early.”

“Yeah. If I’m too early, should I come back later?”

“No, it’s fine. You’re the first appointment anyway. What does it matter if you’re a bit early?”

Espers receive individual notifications for their regular check-ups according to their scheduled dates. Espers with a Guide must visit the Center once a month, while those without a Guide must visit once a week. Consequently, as an Esper without a Guide, I was obligated to see Aunt once every week. Aunt had been my assigned researcher ever since I was thirteen.

I shed the suit jacket I had worn for the school visit. As it wasn’t a garment I typically wore, the discomfort made it feel suffocating.

‘If I had worn a tie, I would have lost my mind by now.’

“Wow, Junseo, it’s been a really long time since I’ve seen you dressed like that.”

“You saw me at your sister’s wedding.”

“Well, that was last year, so yes, it has been a long time.”

Aunt, clad in a white lab coat, stopped tidying a cabinet and stared intently at me. She scrutinized my appearance from head to toe with a curious gaze, then let out a chuckle, as if amused by some thought. She muttered something indiscernible, like, ‘You look so mature in that outfit. Like an adult. A handsome adult,’ before abruptly posing another question.

“By the way, did you meet the principal and the homeroom teacher?”

“Yeah.”

“You were so particular about choosing the school, how were they when you met them in person?”

“They were fine.”

“That’s a relief. They seemed pretty good when I talked to them too, so there shouldn’t be any problems. More importantly, Jaeseong needs to adapt well.”

The image of the face I had seen earlier surfaced in my mind, but I pushed it away. In truth, I had resisted the urge to turn the steering wheel several times on the way to the Center.

“Did you hear the explanation of the class content?”

“Yeah. Roughly.”

“Don’t just listen roughly, try to listen carefully.”

“I couldn’t understand it even if I did.”

“Alright, my mistake then. I should have just gone myself.”

Something continued to bother me. It was so suffocating and frustrating that remaining still felt agonizing. I entered one of the changing rooms, removed the rest of my shirt, and put on the Center’s uniform. While waiting for another researcher, I sat on a chair and talked with Aunt when, with a beep, my phone, which shouldn’t have rung at this hour, vibrated.

Hanseo Hyung: [You have a check-up today, right? Where are you? I’m at the Center now.]

Upon seeing the welcome message, I immediately asked Aunt,

“Is Hyung having a check-up today?”

She, who was pulling out a chart from a corner, exclaimed loudly,

“Oh, that’s right! Both Hye and you probably have check-ups today.”

Fortunately, the clock on the wall indicated a time much earlier than the scheduled appointment. Feeling that I had about thirty minutes until my check-up, I picked up my phone and stood up.

“I’ll go down to the sixth floor for a bit.”

“Okay. Got it. You two haven’t seen each other in ages. Hanseo is always so busy that he doesn’t even make time for a meal, even though he comes to the Center once a month. Ask him to have lunch with us later. Oh! And while you’re there, get your guiding too.”

“Alright.”

As Aunt said, it had been quite a while since I had met the sender of the message. We always had to arrange meetings separately because we couldn’t meet in the same field, and for a while, I had been too preoccupied with Jaeseong to contact him first.

Even as I descended the stairs to another research lab, the discomfort I had felt earlier did not dissipate. At first, I thought it was due to the clothes, but even in the uniform I had worn for years, the nagging sensation refused to vanish. It wasn’t external; it was internal. What I was feeling now was not Jaeseong’s anxiety, but my own.

I felt like I was going crazy.

Chapter 11: The Unfamiliar Smile and a Child&#8217;s Guiding Touch
Prosecutor’s Office 5, P.S. Lab

Knock, knock.

Arriving at the Prosecutor’s Office on the sixth floor, I knocked before pushing the door open. Inside, a welcome face sat, clad in a prosecutor’s gown.

“Oh? Junseo.”

“Heard you arrived.”

“Wow, it’s been a while. Come in quickly. We still have twenty minutes. You must have come straight down after seeing my message.”

Hanseo Hyung was a rare intellectual Esper, a psychic type especially difficult to find, and among them, a truly precious S-class. Possessing two distinct abilities, he was one of the few psychic Espers who, like myself, had been registered as S-class immediately after their initial manifestation. He was also one of the select individuals I allowed myself to truly open up to, despite typically maintaining a formidable wall between myself and others.

For reasons different from my own, Hanseo Hyung had struggled considerably to find a guide. After enduring numerous difficulties, the guide he finally chose was Hey. His full name was Jesus Silva, an ALL-ESP Guide—one of only three in the entire world.

“Where’s Hey?”

“He went to the restroom. He’ll be back soon.”

“Alright.”

“Did you just get here?”

“No, a little while ago. I was with Aunt. She suggested we have lunch together after this.”

Upon hearing my words, Hanseo Hyung suddenly burst into laughter.

“Looks like she caught on to me trying to avoid her. Since she sent you today, I suppose there’s no escaping. Tell her I understand. We’ll head up once we’re finished.”

“Understood.”

“By the way, you look good.”

Even after several years, Hanseo Hyung’s smiling face still felt unfamiliar to me. Not that I disliked it; rather, the image of him I had known since I was very young was simply more ingrained, and his present demeanor, though still novel, was by no means unwelcome.

Our first meeting hadn’t taken place at the Center. At the time, Hanseo Hyung was eighteen, and I was ten—still years before my Esper manifestation. Our family had met him through Aunt, who was then a researcher at the Center.

‘Junseo, say hello. This is Hanseo Hyung. Your names are so similar, you could be brothers.’

From the very beginning, Hanseo Hyung wasn’t one to smile often. He wasn’t as blunt or taciturn as I was, simply a bit more reserved. However, four years ago, Hanseo Hyung underwent a profound change. The man who had always maintained a formidable wall around himself suddenly began to express his emotions without inhibition. And the catalyst for this transformation was none other than his guide.

“I hear rumors you’re raising a child.”

“You already know everything; why bother asking?”

The face before me curved into a playful smile. It was painfully obvious he had already heard every detail from my parents, and he was clearly just trying to tease me.

“Ten years old, you said?”

“Yes.”

“How is he?”

“How is who?”

“The child. What’s he like?”

“What’s he like? He’s just quiet.”

“Hmm, you were much the same, Junseo.”

Hanseo Hyung tapped the desk with one hand, murmuring to himself, ‘I’m really curious. I want to see him.’

“Was I really that small back then?” I blurted out the question that had suddenly surfaced in my mind. The person who had known me when I was ten years old nodded without a moment’s hesitation.

“You were small, alright. Though, admittedly, only up until that year.”

The year I turned eleven, I experienced a sudden growth spurt. It wasn’t just my height; for a child, my physical stamina was abnormally robust, and my muscular strength and endurance were remarkably superior. Two years later, at the age of thirteen, I manifested as an Esper.

“Yun Junseo and childcare… I simply can’t picture it. Isn’t it difficult?”

“Not particularly.”

“Seems he’s not causing you any trouble, then.”

“It’s only been four days.”

‘Could there possibly be another word in this world that suited me as poorly as ‘childcare’?’

As I pondered this, rising to my feet, the door suddenly burst open. A figure with striking blue eyes extended a hand towards me.

[Oh? When did you get here? Are you going to guide me?]

Recognizing me, the very first thing he asked about was, predictably, guiding. Hey was not only Hanseo Hyung’s guide but also the sole guide capable of guiding me. One of the two guides who shared a matching rate of over 30% with me had recently gone abroad, leaving only Hey able to provide me with guiding. Consequently, even on days when my condition wasn’t particularly poor, I found myself receiving guiding from him every time we met.

We proceeded to stage three as usual. While I certainly felt a comfortable and cozy sensation, there wasn’t a distinct surge of overwhelming positive energy.

“I have something to ask.”

[Me? Are you talking about me?]

[Yes.]

Though I hadn’t said anything particularly profound, Hey furrowed his brow slightly, adopting a peculiar expression. Then, with a look of incomprehension, he shrugged his shoulders and gestured for me to continue.

[I heard that guide training also includes learning how to guide.]

[Yeah.]

[So, you can’t do it if you don’t learn?]

[Hmm, usually not.]

[But why? Aren’t abilities something you’re born with?]

Unlike Espers, who require no additional practice after their abilities manifest, I had heard that guides needed to undergo a certain degree of training to master their guiding capabilities. As someone who had been able to control my own abilities immediately after manifestation, this distinction was difficult for me to grasp.

[Guiding is different from an Esper using their abilities.]

[How?]

[There’s an individual involved, you see.]

Hearing those words, I nodded silently. It was a point I hadn’t considered, and the moment the realization struck me, I understood completely.

[To perform guiding, you have to focus entirely on that individual, and that’s not something that comes easily from the beginning. It requires a fair bit of practice.]

[Are there any exceptions? Like, if you could do it just by holding hands without even thinking?]

[No. Absolutely not.]

His muscular arm drew a resolute X in the air.

[Do you know why it’s difficult for a guide who’s already completed matching to guide another Esper? It’s not that their ability vanishes, but simply that it’s nearly impossible to focus on someone who isn’t their designated Esper. Guiding is utterly impossible without affection or trust.]

I recalled the image of Jaeseong hastily reaching out to grasp my hand. To focus solely on one person. To think entirely of that individual. A task not easy from the outset. Yet, Jaeseong had, in a sense, accomplished such a difficult feat entirely on his own. As this realization dawned on me, a peculiar sensation stirred within.

It was a truly bizarre sensation.

****

After that, the inspection concluded much sooner than anticipated. Having exhibited no unusual symptoms or peculiar signs since my secondary manifestation, it had proceeded without any complications. I quickly changed my clothes and hastened my steps. As I exited the seventh-floor examination room and started down the stairs, I saw the two individuals I had just met amicably ascending them.

“Oh?”

[Good heavens…]

Hanseo Hyung and Hey, upon seeing me, froze in place, as if utterly dumbfounded.

“I’m wearing this for a reason, so don’t even think about teasing me.”

“What’s going on? Is there a wedding in the middle of Monday afternoon?”

“…Think what you like.”

“Hmm, it seems like something interesting, yet you’re being petty and refusing to tell me. …Ah. Or is it something bad? Are you due in court because of that incident three months ago? Are they summoning you as a defendant?”

Hanseo Hyung, who had been speaking in a jesting tone, suddenly adopted a grave expression. Seeing his face, I found myself unable to immediately disclose the truth. This unfamiliar attire, which I had never worn except for my cousin’s wedding, marked its third appearance since I had met Jaeseong: twice for court visits to finalize his guardian registration, and now today.

“You brought a suit all the way here? Didn’t have time to stop at home?”

“I wore it when I came. I just changed out of it for the inspection earlier.”

“Since morning? …What’s really going on?”

“It’s nothing important.”

His suspicious gaze continued to follow me, but when I persistently feigned ignorance, a different topic eventually emerged.

“We were actually heading that way ourselves. If you’re finished, why don’t you join us for lunch? Dr. Yoon is still inside, isn’t she?”

Glancing at the time, I saw it was 12:40 PM. According to Jaeseong’s timetable, I needed to be at the school no later than 1:50 PM. While I certainly didn’t want Jaeseong to wait on his very first day, more than that, my own heart was so consumed by anxiety that I found it unbearable. Even throughout the inspection, his image kept surfacing, making it impossible to concentrate.

His face, which had turned back to look at me multiple times. I yearned to return to the school swiftly.

“Aunt is inside, so go on in.”

“What about you?”

“Next time. I have to go now.”

“Where are you going?”

“School.”

I rattled the car keys in my hand. Hanseo Hyung tilted his head, then burst into laughter. Hey, standing beside him, also chuckled after hearing Hanseo Hyung’s explanation.

“Well, being a parent is certainly better than being a defendant.”

***

One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.

Was one second always this long? The time spent waiting for Jaeseong felt so anxious and agonizing that I resented its slow crawl. I wished I could feel something, anything, but throughout my time sitting in the car, I felt absolutely no emotion.

‘What on earth is he thinking?’

Jaeseong’s unclear feelings—neither good nor bad—only intensified my unease. Not knowing what he was doing, what he was thinking, or what expression he wore, was more than frustrating; it felt like a tightening noose around my throat.

There was nothing particularly wrong; he had simply gone to school. It was what every child did. Attending school away from their parents, fostering self-reliance—these were natural rites of passage. Yet, to feel such anxiety over something so ordinary?

I, who had promised him a normal life, was doing something utterly ridiculous. If I continued like this, I would be no different from other Espers who meddled in every single aspect of their children’s lives.

—♪♬

The sound of the bell echoing across the empty playground was a welcome relief. About five minutes later, children, their schoolbags slung over their shoulders, began to emerge energetically from the distance.

Some ran, clutching something in their hands; others walked, holding tightly to a friend’s hand; and still others chatted excitedly with a group of friends. Perhaps due to the vastness of the playground, the throngs of children pouring out looked incredibly small, like an army of ants marching in a line.

‘How big must this small playground appear through your eyes?’

Thump. Thump.

Suddenly, my heart quickened. Following the sound, my gaze shifted, and there Jaeseong was, walking towards me.

His usual calm expression. His small body trudging along, schoolbag on his back.

I stared intently at Jaeseong approaching from a distance when, suddenly, he who had been looking at the ground, lifted his head. Our eyes met, and as expected, he flinched, quickly averting his gaze.

‘He always manages to avoid me.’

Jaeseong and I met about two-thirds of the way across the playground. I naturally extended my hand. It was meant to take his schoolbag, but instead of the heavy bag, his small hand was placed in mine.

“……”

“……?”

When I furrowed my brow slightly, Jaeseong blinked in confusion, his face bewildered.

“…Let’s go.”

I couldn’t bring myself to finish the request for his bag.

I couldn’t refuse the momentary comfort. It was an impossibly wonderful feeling.

I recalled Hey’s last words:

‘Guiding is utterly impossible without affection or trust.’

I let out a hollow laugh inwardly.

The reason Jaeseong could guide without even realizing it. It was like a reward, a compensation for the sense of security I, as his guardian, provided him. The comfort and reassurance an adult could offer. The affection and trust born from that.

That alone was enough for me.

Chapter 12: The Price of Betrayal
Finding the missing child proved to be no difficult task. Without hesitation, I jotted down the ten-digit number and dispatched a text message. Barely seconds after the message was sent, my phone immediately rang. It was the contact I had been anticipating.

“Yes.”

—What is this?

“Please locate someone for me.”

—…What? A person? Who? Who exactly are you looking for?

“I’ll explain later. For now, please trace the location of that phone number.”

—Listen, without a warrant, that’s illegal. Who on earth are you asking me to find?

“I’m asking you.”

The person on the other end of the line fell silent. The word ‘favor’ emanating from my lips must have been quite a shock, for after a few tense seconds, their voice returned, commanding, “Say that again.”

“I’m asking for your help, Father.”

Instead of an affirmative, I heard a grumbling sound. My father sighed, muttering about how I only ever used endearing terms like ‘Father’ or asked for ‘favors’ when I needed something.

“Will you do it?”

—Haa… Fine. I don’t know what this is about, but I won’t press for details since you clearly won’t tell me. Just handle it, kid.

“Thank you.”

My father, sensing the urgency in my voice, refrained from probing further. Instead, he simply told me to wait a moment, then began conversing with someone, keeping the line open. A minute or two stretched into an agonizing eternity, but finally, the words I desperately awaited reached my ears.

“We’ve located them, but it’ll take some time to get there.”

“Where are they?”

I immediately spun the wheel, heading toward the address he provided. Merging onto a less congested outer road, I pressed the accelerator harder, pushing the car to its limits. Just as my father had indicated, the destination was situated quite a distance away.

It was nearing dawn when I finally arrived at a truly unexpected location.

Stepping out of the car, I was immediately assaulted by the simultaneous stench of putrid fish and rusted iron. Scattered everywhere were various timber and concrete structures, the frayed ends of thick ropes coiled around abandoned boats, and rats and cockroaches scurrying between grimy refuse piles and towering containers. The place, long stripped of its purpose as a functional dock, had dwindled into a desolate, forgotten shell, utterly devoid of human presence.

I sharpened both my sight and hearing. From a considerable distance, the distinct clang of metal and a cacophony of other noises reached me. The source of the sounds was a distant, iron-framed building. As I drew closer to the desolate, empty structure, a pervasive damp and musty odor began to numb my senses.

‘How many were there? Seven? Or perhaps eight?’

As I drew nearer, the sound of voices pierced my ears. It was unmistakably more than one person. I didn’t even have to strain to hear; the exact contents of their conversation became disturbingly clear.

“Hey, that’s not what we agreed on!”

“Promise? Hmm… What promise did we make?”

“Ah, you said to bring the child, and then, hey, you’d give me the medicine—”

The voice belonged to ‘the man’ I knew. Whatever ordeals he had endured, his voice was now severely raspy. He was shouting at someone, his words, more akin to venomous accusations than mere cries, strained and hoarse.

“Medicine? Hmph, yes, I’ll give you as much as you desire. Go on, indulge yourself until you drop dead.”

The unfamiliar voice then issued a command to an unknown individual. The language that followed was not Korean, but Chinese. Moments later, the man I knew let out a piercing scream.

“Aargh! Let go of me! This isn’t what we agreed on, hmph. You… you clearly promised to return the money if I just brought the child! I did exactly as you said… So why… *cough*!”

“I was going to, but then my mind suddenly changed.”

“What?! That’s preposterous…”

“The truth is, our master is an exceptionally fastidious individual, and he explicitly instructed us to leave no trace of evidence.”

“E-evidence?”

“Evidence that your son went to our master. He despises leaving any personal traces.”

“B-but I am that child’s father—”

After that, a long, hollow laugh echoed through the space. The unidentified individual guffawed loudly, sounding as if they were half-mad.

“Hahaha, kek, puhaha! Are there really parents in this world who sell their own children for money? And to complete strangers, no less? Pfft, you became less than human the moment you stepped foot in this place. Don’t you understand? Do you truly believe someone like you could keep a secret for your child? Preposterous. We know your kind all too well.”

“N-no, no. Th-then, f-fine. I don’t even need the money. I won’t tell anyone, just please spare my life. You can take that… that bastard. Do whatever you want with him, alright?”

The man’s voice, as he pleaded for his life, was more urgent and desperate than I had ever heard it.

“Hehehe, so for the sake of your own life, you don’t care what happens to your child? What truly magnificent paternal affection. It’s the finest fatherly love I’ve ever witnessed. Puhaha.”

My steps had led me to a spot quite distant from where I had parked the car. Before me stood a derelict building, seemingly abandoned at the desolate edge of the dock. In the pervasive gloom, a single burning drum barrel offered the only source of light. Inside, a bound man thrashed on the ground, a syringe plunged into his fallen body.

“P-please… I beg you, s-save me.”

“Considering our past acquaintance, I’m genuinely inclined to show you mercy, but regrettably, this particular matter is tied to my own life. Our master is currently quite enraged because of that accursed Guide.”

Scanning my surroundings, I spotted a small figure huddled in one corner. Jaeseong’s face wore a vacant expression, as if utterly resigned to its fate. A bruise marred one cheek, and blood welled on his lower lip, suggesting he had been struck. A surge of fury, like blood rushing backward, coursed through me.

When I had first encountered Jaeseong at the hospital, he had seemed withdrawn, yet his eyes had held a spark of life. Now, that spark was extinguished. Despite the relentless, anxious pounding in my own chest, he sat utterly still, like a corpse.

“Our master has been bored for far too long. He waited for a very, *very* long time. It’s been four years since we disposed of that wretched bastard, and every day since then has been like treading on thin ice for us. It was utterly terrifying. But then, finally, *he* appeared! Hahaha, a ten-year-old Guide, such an extraordinary Guide! Do you know how elated I was when you blabbed about such a crucial detail? I was certain our master would be pleased. Finally, the heavens have bestowed upon me an opportunity—an opportunity for me to earn his recognition!”

“Ugh, p-please…”

“Don’t concern yourself with your child. Our master will cherish him every night. In fact, he’s waiting with bated breath even now. He, who had always been indifferent to other Guides we brought, has finally! Finally shown interest! Our master is waiting for your son!”

Everything transpiring within was laid bare through the conversation between the two men. If a Guide was needed, it undoubtedly involved Espers, yet no one visible appeared to be one. I meticulously scanned for any psychic types, but my senses confirmed that only ordinary individuals were present.

The boisterous Chinese man, perhaps intoxicated by his own excitement, continued to prattle on about his ‘master’. Even though the man, who had clearly lost his mind, was beyond hearing, he endlessly recounted details like the master’s peculiar tea preferences and his latest interests.

“Our master will take exceptionally good care of your son. In truth, our master himself endured terrible abuses from his own father in his childhood, oh dear, have I said too much? Anyway, are you even listening? You haven’t died already, have you? Hahaha.”

The Chinese man, who had been speaking with a madman’s cackle, swiftly altered his expression and gestured to another figure positioned behind the bound man. Without delay, the figure plunged yet another syringe into the man’s body. As the thicker, medicinal needle pierced his wrinkled skin, the man immediately shrieked, thrashing desperately. His emaciated frame, struggling futilely against its predicament, presented a truly pathetic and pitiable sight.

The torture, however, did not conclude with mere needles. Several other individuals present brutally stomped upon the unconscious man’s body. *Crunch.* The sickening sound of flesh being pulped and bone fragments detaching filled the air.

I merely observed the man’s wretched demise. Though his appearance was deplorable, it stirred neither pity nor sorrow within me. I refused to feel sympathy. Instead, I considered this pathetic, miserable end to be the man’s rightful consequence. I harbored no desire to feel compassion, as one human might for another, toward someone who had inflicted far more heinous acts upon others.

Consequently, I did nothing. Instead, I remained still, biding my time. My intention was to retrieve Jaeseong once the situation had settled.

But then, an unbelievable spectacle unfolded before my very eyes.

Thud, thud.

Jaeseong slowly rose to his feet and began to walk towards a single spot.

Everyone, startled, ceased their brutal assault and watched as Jaeseong’s small feet carried him forward. His steps halted before the bloodied, prostrate man.

“What’s this? Are you going to say your final goodbyes? It’ll be useless to speak now. Still, if you have any last words, utter them. What else could there be besides curses, anyway? Hehehe.”

No matter what the man standing before him uttered, Jaeseong’s expressionless face remained utterly unchanged. He knelt, then reached out with trembling hands to touch the prostrate body.

Jaeseong did not offer a farewell. Nor did he utter a single curse.

“I… I’m sorry…. I was wrong….”

His slender shoulders trembled uncontrollably. His emaciated arms clutched the fallen man as he repeated the same words over and over. A sudden torrent of emotions—fear, anxiety, despair, agony, sorrow, pain—swept over Jaeseong all at once.

Among them, sorrow was the most unwelcome, and even more agonizing was the absence of hatred within it.

“P-please, save him.”

This time, he pleaded towards the others. Transparent tears streamed relentlessly down his pale face. Seeing this, the Chinese man’s face crumpled like discarded paper. And my own face, witnessing everything, mirrored his expression.

‘Why?’

‘Why are you sorry? What have you done wrong?’

I had thought that a man no better than trash deserved to die. I believed him to be a worthless human being, with no right to exist in this world. Therefore, his suffering evoked no sympathy from me. I had no desire to help him. I intended to pretend I hadn’t seen anything.

But then, Jaeseong wept.

I found myself utterly unable to ignore those tears. In hindsight, nothing had gone according to my plan from the very beginning. I couldn’t resist anything. Whether this feeling was an obsession with a Guide, or compassion for a vulnerable being, it didn’t matter.

I could no longer stand by idly.

*Crash—!

I struggled to maintain my composure. Though his heart was rotten enough to make me vomit, he was still, ultimately, a human. I couldn’t just shatter him all at once like the monstrous creatures I usually dealt with.

I unleashed a small, remaining spark. The windowless building was instantly plunged into darkness—a darkness only I was accustomed to. With a dull thud, dust swirled from all directions. Each movement produced a hollow clanging sound from the steel walls. A faint headache settled in every time the musty odor pricked my nose. The enclosed factory building was, quite literally, the worst possible location.

There was no need for unnecessary movements. Planned actions were sufficient. My opponents exposed their weaknesses too easily and crumbled just as swiftly. It was a fleeting, almost anticlimactic moment.

Even as groans of pain and labored gasps echoed from various directions, Jaeseong clung tightly to the prostrate man. In the midst of it all, his shining black eyes in the darkness continued to disorient my heart.

Jaeseong was still crying. I couldn’t understand why he was sad. Why he was weeping for that man.

Chapter 13: The Weight of Rescue
Whiiir—! Whiiir—!

The distant wail of sirens grew steadily closer, accompanied by a frantic flashing of lights.

I couldn’t bring myself to embrace Jaeseong. Instead, I lifted the man I wished to strangle with my own hands. He was barely breathing, his life clinging on by a thread. The man, so heavily drugged that only the whites of his eyes were visible, had vomit splattered all over his clothes.

“Damn it.”

Jaeseong remained silent. Yet, as I rose with the man in my arms, he scrambled to his feet, following close behind me. His legs trembled with fear, but he hurried to keep pace, as if afraid I might slow down. Pulling out the cumbersome needle, I pushed open the half-ajar iron gate, revealing police sirens flashing so brightly they hurt my eyes.

“Junseo!”

A familiar face rushed towards me the moment he saw me. It was Team Leader Kim, someone I had known since childhood.

“Where’s the ambulance?”

“It’s at the far end. Did you find the kid? Is he okay? And who’s this man?”

“Could you take care of that area first, please?”

I subtly gestured behind me. Team Leader Kim quickly signaled to another detective standing nearby.

“Ah, understood. But what about this man?”

“I’ll explain later.”

“Can you describe the situation inside?”

“There are no Espers. They all appear to be Chinese. It would be best for you to go in and see.”

“How many people?”

“Eight people.”

I helped the man, whose role as victim or perpetrator was unclear, into the ambulance. Watching the paramedics, who had already arrived, hastily administer emergency treatment, I turned away. In the distance, Jaeseong walked towards me, under the protection of a male detective.

Wounded eyes.

Jaeseong was telling me he was struggling.

That he was exhausted, tormented, and sad.

But I pretended not to notice. Our eyes met, but this time, I was the first to look away. Jaeseong’s gaze followed me as I walked, but I never once turned back.

I was just…

…tired.

So tired that I wanted to give up everything.

****

I leaned back against a rusty drum. Team Leader Kim’s promise that it would only take a moment had, predictably, turned out to be a lie; by the time the lengthy interrogation concluded, it was already four in the morning. The forgotten fatigue, coupled with a familiar throbbing headache, settled over me.

‘I should head back.’

I fumbled with the car keys in my pocket, trying and failing several times to stand up. The thought of another long drive made my head pound.

‘Damn it, everything’s such a bother.’

‘What will become of Jaeseong now?’ I briefly entertained the thought before dismissing it, offloading all responsibility onto the Center. ‘There’s nothing I can do anyway. The Center is responsible for protecting him as a Guide, so they’ll handle it.’ I decided against dwelling on meaningless thoughts for which there were no answers. Honestly, I wanted to do nothing at all.

“Junseo.”

A police officer, bearing a face identical to mine, stood before me. I hadn’t even noticed his arrival. Though over fifty, he looked no older than his mid-forties. He was the only person in the world I truly respected.

“When did you get here?”

“Since you came out. I came with Team Leader Kim from the start.”

“Is everything settled then?”

“No, someone’s slacking off because of you. Anyway, it’s strange meeting you in a place like this.”

“…I apologize.”

“It’s fine, I didn’t say it to hear that.”

My father came and stood beside me, taking out a cigarette. He exhaled a plume of white smoke, remarking, “Thanks to you, I got to come out to the field for the first time in a while. It’s nice.”

“I thought you quit.”

“I did. But it always comes to mind when I’m out in the field. I came because of you today, so you’re an accomplice, kid. Keep it a secret from your mother, okay? If she finds out, I’m dead.”

‘Even if I don’t say anything, he’s probably going to get caught anyway.’ Even I, who feared little, had one terror in this world: my mother. My mother, who always referred to herself as Mrs. Park, was a kind and warm-hearted woman, but when she got angry, her scolding was so severe that no one could stop her. With a father like a friend and a mother like a teacher, both had always given me an abundance of love. Having grown up under their care, I simply could not forgive a man who would use his own child for money.

‘P-please, save me.’

‘Why? Why are you asking to be saved? You tried to send him to strangers. You hurt him every day. So why?’ Watching Jaeseong crying and clinging to the man, that thought suddenly struck me. ‘Perhaps Jaeseong wasn’t waiting for me at the hospital after all. Perhaps he simply wished for someone to come, and it just happened to be me. Could it be that he was actually looking for his father every day?’

As that thought surfaced, I realized that I was the one who had left the lonely child waiting alone all this time. Because I had sent the man away, Jaeseong had been left by himself. Only then did I understand: being abandoned was more terrifying than being beaten. And I thought, ‘Perhaps Jaeseong’s wish was to live with that man forever rather than be left alone.’

“Is that him?”

My mind, lost in thought, snapped back to attention. My father pointed towards the distant ambulance with the hand holding his cigarette.

“Well, you never tell me anything first.”

Since I hadn’t said anything, it was clear he’d heard it from Aunt. Knowing exactly what my father was implying, I offered no reply.

“So, what do you intend to do?”

“I’m not sure.”

It wasn’t that I offered no answer; I simply couldn’t formulate one. The realization that what I had done for Jaeseong’s sake was merely my own selfish desire suddenly made me afraid to learn anything more about him.

“I heard the story, but he really is just a child.”

A fact I already knew. An unchangeable truth. And an unalterable reality.

“I don’t think that drug addict is coming back. So what are you going to do about the kid?”

“I’m not sure. The Center will handle it.”

“You know that’s not what I’m asking.”

I pushed myself up from where I had been sitting. It felt as though if I stayed any longer, the conversation would drag on.

“I’ll be going.”

“Son. As I always say, your mother and I won’t know unless you tell us, so if anything happens, you must talk to us.”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

“Then why would such a person call you to a place like this at this hour?”

“I’m sorry. I’ll tell you next time.”

“And when exactly is ‘next time’?”

My father stood up after me, hastily stubbing out his cigarette. He looked flustered, simply because I had moved. Seeing his reaction, I couldn’t help but smile.

“Thank you for today, Father.”

My father, seeing my rarely displayed smile, grumbled to himself once more.

“Honestly, I can never tell if I’ve succeeded or failed at raising children.”

****

Having once again used my abilities on civilians without authorization, I naturally expected a more severe disciplinary action. And as I anticipated, a summons from the Center arrived early the next morning. Upon arrival, however, I was not led into a disciplinary committee meeting. Instead, I entered a seldom-used conference room, where all the high-ranking Center officials I had never met before were gathered. In one corner of the room, where about thirty people were assembled, Aunt sat with a grave expression, her hands clasped together.

‘What a damn awful atmosphere.’

“Please provide a detailed account of the events that transpired early this morning.”

“I believe I have already provided a full explanation to the police.”

“How did you come to be at that location?”

“I clearly stated that Jaeseong had disappeared, and I went to look for him.”

“By ‘Jaeseong,’ you mean Jaeseong-gun, the youngest Guide… is that correct?”

‘The youngest, huh? I suppose I’ve never heard of a ten-year-old Guide before.’ I nodded. I expected further questions about how I came to know Jaeseong, but a completely different inquiry was thrown my way.

“Were you previously acquainted with the perpetrators?”

“Do you honestly think I would have been acquainted with them? Me? With those pieces of trash?”

Irritation surged through me instantly. As I openly displayed my displeasure, the official who had posed the question swallowed hard, a troubled expression on their face. Until that moment, I’d questioned whether this incident was truly so grave. While I acknowledged that interfering in matters involving civilians was certainly wrong, it was, in a way, simply an act to save a child. Furthermore, I had rescued a Guide, someone the Center held in such high regard.

“Was there anything you could understand from their conversation?”

“I believe I’ve already fully explained everything regarding that.”

“Were there any unusual details within that conversation?”

“I don’t understand what you’re trying to say.”

“Was there any dialogue that indicated a specific location or the characteristics of a person? Please try to recall again.”

It was strange. Rather than reprimanding or interrogating me about my actions, they seemed to be seeking answers to some unknown questions. I had a feeling that I wasn’t the true target of their questions.

The Center had three main objectives: To protect citizens from creatures in Sector 2. To provide Guides so that Espers could work for the nation. Therefore, the most important objective was to protect Guides. Knowing that Guide protection was the Center’s top priority, I immediately understood what answer they were looking for from me.

“Master.”

Chapter 14: The Oath and the Vanished Researcher
The room suddenly stirred. My aunt, seated at the very end, quickly rose from her seat, covering her mouth with one hand. The murmuring intensified once more. It was clear that I had given them the answer they sought.

“Is this what you wanted to hear?”

“…”

“Since I’ve given you the answer you desired, I’d appreciate it if you’d answer my questions in turn.”

The room, which had been buzzing with whispers, fell silent as a tomb at my single utterance.

“If I’ve explained things in detail as you demanded, shouldn’t you also explain this matter to me in detail?”

I deliberately cast my gaze towards the lowest row. Most of the people present seemed familiar from television or other media outlets, but the four individuals seated at the very bottom were faces I had never encountered before. Without even needing to ask, I could tell that these four individuals, who appeared to be well over sixty, held the ultimate decision-making power.

The four, who had been watching me intently, exchanged a few words before nodding towards the director. And, predictably, it was the young director who spoke next.

“Yun Junseo Esper, do you know how many S-rank Espers have emerged in our country to date?”

“I believe there have been six.”

“That’s correct. Two Espers have retired, and including you, Yun Junseo Esper, a total of four are currently active.”

It was an abrupt question. However, knowing the director’s reputation for meticulousness, I doubted he would ask a question without reason, so I listened patiently.

“In that case, do you know how many of them belong to the Intelligence-type?”

“One.”

“Correct. It’s the currently active Esper Shin Hanseo.”

‘Officially, at least.’

The director then casually dropped a crucial statement that couldn’t be overlooked.

[Any nation where an S-rank Esper appears must register them with the Association.]

This was part of an agreement that all nations had pledged to uphold since the Association’s inception. While its purpose was to aid nations facing emergencies, it also served as a procedure to register Espers who needed to be monitored.

The Association regularly disclosed the abilities and basic profiles of S-rank Espers registered in each country. This was to demonstrate to the public how trustworthy an organization the Association was. And the Association’s media strategy had been successful. Concerns and worries about overly powerful Espers vanished the moment they became ‘Association-registered Espers,’ and at some point, even a sense of longing for such Espers began to emerge. As the popularity of Espers soared, trust in the Association grew stronger, and people began to support both the Association and the Center.

Currently, the public’s anxieties and worries were virtually nonexistent.

“What I am about to say must never leave this room. You will need to take a confidentiality oath. How do you wish to proceed?”

‘A cry of ‘no’ echoed in my mind. I had no obligation to learn the details through complicated explanations, nor any reason to waste time on such a trivial oath.’

I could have simply refused, yet I found myself unable to utter the words.

Up until now, I had lacked nothing and desired nothing. But now, unexpectedly, I had found something I wanted.

“I will. The oath.”

A single desire had stirred my heart. Driven by it, I unknowingly made an irreversible vow. It was an extremely impulsive act for someone who had always been so cautious in everything.

****

After taking the simple oath, as I lowered my hand, I caught sight of my aunt sighing.

Just as I was thinking it was too late to retract, *flicker*—a bright light illuminated the space behind me. Slowly, I turned around to see a large screen displaying numerous unfamiliar words.

“Yun Junseo Esper, do you happen to know the criteria for designating an S-rank?”

It was impossible not to know. For Life-type Espers, it was determined by their healing abilities and the extent of their healing energy, but for Physical-type and Intelligence-type Espers, excluding Life-type, there was only one distinguishing factor.

For Physical-types, who were born with similar strengths, it was difficult to differentiate levels based solely on stamina or brute force; even with the most detailed examinations, the figures were nearly identical from A-rank upwards. Still, Physical-types had more measurable elements. For Intelligence-types, even after undergoing complex tests, the observable results were extremely limited.

However, there was one thing—a very simple and fundamental criterion that could be immediately confirmed without the need for complex examinations.

[Ability]

A special ability that others did not possess. While all Espers possessed special abilities, the Association had specifically designated a few particular abilities. Espers possessing these abilities were immediately classified as S-rank without further testing. Among Physical-types, those who could control natural elements like wind, water, or fire were included, and among Intelligence-types, those with mental manipulation abilities that could control others were also included.

“Thirteen years ago, there was a principal researcher working at the Center. Her name was Lee Jaehee. At the time, she was twenty-one, a remarkably young age to be appointed as a researcher.”

“Twenty-one?”

“That’s right.”

On the screen, a woman with a gentle demeanor was smiling brightly. With her charming eye-smile, flawlessly clear skin, student-like bob cut, and horn-rimmed glasses, she was the very picture of a young girl.

Everyone seated wore a uniformly grim expression. Their faces, which had hardened the moment they saw the screen, grew increasingly severe as the director spoke.

‘A victim?’

I was making my own conjectures while looking at the photo on the screen. I assumed the sudden display of this photo was because she was a victim connected to the incident. However, the director, observing my expression, uttered something incredible.

“She is the ‘master’ you referred to earlier, Yun Junseo Esper.”

‘What?’

I involuntarily scrunched up my face. The face on the screen, if anything, belonged to a victim, certainly not an perpetrator.

I recalled what that Chinese man had said yesterday. ‘All this time, every day felt like walking on thin ice for us. We were terrified beyond words.’

I looked closely once more, but the woman behind the rigid glass barrier had a face that anyone would describe as angelic.

“I understand your surprise. We couldn’t believe it at first either. Even I, her supervisor at the time, found it incredibly difficult to accept. It took a long time to let go of the hope that it wasn’t her, and even after finding evidence, I remained in denial for a while.”

The director continued speaking without pause. A researcher who worked at the Center. She was kind and loved helping others, just like her unassuming appearance suggested, making her popular with both Espers and Guides.

Exactly two years later, she vanished from the Center. Along with twenty-three Guides.

“We speculated that she possessed the ‘Fascination’ ability. Otherwise, we believed it impossible for her to sway so many people to her side all at once.”

Fascination: an ability to dominate another’s mind and force them into submission. It was one of the S-rank special abilities designated by the Association, an ability yet to be discovered in any country.

“To prevent further harm, understanding the opponent was paramount, and if that opponent was an Esper, discovering their ability was the most urgent task. Therefore, we sent the wisest among our high-level Guides to her, requesting confirmation.”

‘They sent someone.’

“Therefore, we sent the wisest among our high-level Guides to her, requesting confirmation.”

“They failed, didn’t they?”

Many people flinched at my blunt remark.

“…That’s right. That Guide never returned either. And simply… became her Guide. That Guide was none other than,”

“Kim Wooyoung.”

I uttered the name with a chilling tone. Several researchers held their breath at my cold, steady voice.

“…Indeed. You know him well.”

‘Of course I do.’

Kim Wooyoung. A Guide so exceptional that anyone present at the Center at the time would undoubtedly know him. And—

“He was originally destined to be Esper Shin Hanseo’s Guide.”

Hanseo Hyung’s first Guide. The first person my brother had loved.

Eleven years ago, a few months before I awakened as an Esper, I had met him somewhere other than the Center. In my still vivid memories, Hanseo Hyung, introducing Kim Wooyoung as his future Guide, was smiling brightly for the very first time. But shortly after, Hanseo Hyung completely lost his smile.

“We believed that Guide Kim Wooyoung could make contact with her as planned without issue.”

‘A lie.’

The Center must have known. Even if Guide Kim Wooyoung didn’t return after being sent, they could confirm her abilities through his disappearance. A national institution that normalized the sacrifice of the few for the greater good would undoubtedly want to confirm her abilities, even at the cost of one Guide’s life, to prevent future victims. It was clear they had sent the most exceptional Guide, Kim Wooyoung, for this very reason.

“At the time, both Guide Kim Wooyoung and Esper Shin Hanseo had agreed to this.”

I had no desire to hear such pointless excuses. Even as the director provided further explanations about what had transpired, it did not change the fact that the Center had deliberately sacrificed the Guide, fully aware of the consequences.

Chapter 15: A Difficult Decision
“What is the reason? Why did that Esper take the Guide and leave the Center?”

I couldn’t comprehend it. If a Guide was merely what she required, there was no logical explanation for her to abduct all twenty-three of them.

“We have yet to definitively ascertain the reason. For now, our working hypothesis is simply that she harbors a deep dislike for the Center.”

Yet, even the Director’s explanation left me with lingering questions. To characterize it as animosity toward the Center seemed incongruous, given that she had never inflicted any direct harm upon it. Had genuine resentment fueled her actions, it would have been far swifter for her to simply use her abilities on Center personnel.

‘This time, do they require a scapegoat to unearth the truth?’

“I heard a Guide vanished four years ago. Is Kim Wooyoung dead?”

“You’re aware of even that. Indeed. Four years ago, he took his own life.”

I lifted my head, the low murmur of whispers filling the air. It was pathetic to think that these same individuals had likely sat here four years prior, impotently staring at screens, just as useless then as they were now. A sharp click of my tongue instantly silenced the room, restoring the quiet.

“Even after that, several Guides vanished. And then, Espers began to go berserk in unforeseen locations.”

“Are you implying that Esper is responsible?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“A Guide for guiding vanished, and now she’s searching for another?”

When I posed the question, a flicker of doubt in my voice, the Center Director merely shook his head, a look of resignation settling on his face as he observed my expression.

“I suspect guiding isn’t her primary objective.”

“Hah. Not a single thing is certain, it seems.”

I deliberately mumbled to myself, ensuring my words were audible. ‘Thought,’ ‘expectation,’ ‘guess’—these were not the kind of words one typically heard from the Center Director, a man known for his unwavering precision.

“Everyone connected to her has remained tight-lipped. The Chinese man that Esper Yun Junseo attacked yesterday was no different. He vehemently insisted he acted alone, without her knowledge, only to ultimately take his own life.”

“So, what is the true purpose behind revealing all of this to me?”

“…We wish to request your full cooperation. We ask that you recount everything you saw and heard yesterday, without omitting a single detail. And thereafter, we request that you completely erase all memory of those events from your mind.”

A disbelieving laugh escaped me. To reveal every secret just to prompt my cooperation, and then immediately demand I forget it all? The absurdity was staggering.

“Are you instructing me to remain silent about yesterday’s events?”

“That is correct.”

“Am I to understand, then, that the report I made to the police will also vanish?”

“Yes. Yesterday’s events will be officially reported as a mere altercation between a drug addict and a broker.”

This was something I had anticipated to a certain degree from the outset. Indeed, from the Center’s perspective, it was the only logical course of action. If, as I had reported to the police, it were to be exposed that an Esper of unknown identity was implicated in drug trafficking, gambling, and loan sharking, it would spell absolute ruin. Furthermore, the revelation that the mastermind behind all these incidents was an unregistered S-class Esper would undoubtedly unleash irreparable chaos upon society.

“Is this a request, or an order?”

“It is a request.”

“Very well. I’ll comply.”

As per the Center’s request, I recounted the events of yesterday in detail. However, I omitted the most crucial piece of information. Although their conversation had made it clear that the Esper already knew about Jaeseong, I deliberately chose not to disclose that fact. The sole witness, the Chinese man, had already vanished, and I could easily feign ignorance. I lied, framing it as an act he had ‘secretly’ undertaken to curry favor with his master.

I found myself unable to trust the Center. If they were to discover that the Esper harbored an interest in Jaeseong, it was abundantly clear they would immediately exploit the child as bait, just as they had done with Kim Wooyoung.

‘Disgusting humans.’ The individuals before me wore brazen expressions, as if they lived for the nation and for justice itself. ‘Would they truly have sacrificed their own child in such a manner?’

Only when I had finished speaking did a faint smile finally grace the Center Director’s face.

“Thank you. That was sufficiently helpful information.”

“Then, it seems it’s my turn.”

“Pardon?”

“I granted your request, so now it’s your turn to grant mine.”

At my unexpected declaration, the smile vanished from the Center Director’s face, replaced by a sudden contortion of dismay. As the Director struggled, one of the officials stepped forward to speak on his behalf.

“Esper Yun Junseo, regarding your use of abilities on a civilian earlier this morning, we will choose to overlook it. You have already received a disciplinary action once, and to commit such an act while you are supposedly undergoing self-restraint is an extremely serious matter—”

A hollow laugh escaped me at the audacious threat.

“Are you threatening me now?”

I laughed, a wry amusement, for it was precisely the reaction I had anticipated.

“Th-that’s impossible.”

“You explicitly requested that I forget everything about yesterday just moments ago. By that logic, I’ve never even been to such a place, so what exactly are you implying?”

The official, his face a mask of palpable panic, was utterly speechless. As the others began to whisper amongst themselves, causing a stir in the room, one of the four individuals I had noticed earlier suddenly spoke up.

“First, tell us what this request entails.”

“H-h-hold on, Chairman! That’s out of the question!”

“Now, now. Let’s hear him out first. It might even prove advantageous for us.”

I had been pondering it incessantly since I first heard about that deranged Esper.

Even as the Center Director continued his narrative, a singular worry persistently gnawed at the back of my mind.

‘I doubt that drug addict will ever truly recover. So what will become of Jaeseong?’

‘What on earth am I to do with you?’

The man had never properly fulfilled his role as a guardian, and now it was unequivocally clear he would be completely incapable of doing so. In that scenario, the Center would become Jaeseong’s guardian, and everyone would have a happy ending—or so I had believed until this very moment.

‘I thought simply rescuing him from that man would be the end of it.’

Yet another worry struck me. The thought of entrusting Jaeseong to the Center filled me with an unbearable dread. If, someday, the Center were to exploit him, would he truly be able to refuse?

‘Someday, like Kim Wooyoung, Jaeseong too….’

“Hah… damn it.”

‘What does my age or anything else matter?’

It mattered not what consequences the choice I made in this very moment might later unleash. I had, once again, acted on impulse.

“That child… could you not entrust him to me?”

****

Precisely three months had passed since that pivotal day. It was the forty-third day since Jaeseong and I had begun living together.

Our cohabitation, Jaeseong’s and mine, was progressing smoothly, free from any notable incidents or mishaps.

“You’re going to watch TV, aren’t you?”

He nodded.

In the interim, several changes had taken root in the living room. Foremost among them was the sizable coffee table now occupying the center of the space. I had wavered between white marble steel and black tempered glass, ultimately selecting the former, yet the table I’d purchased after such careful consideration utterly failed to please me. I had been on the verge of arranging an immediate exchange when Jaeseong’s eyes suddenly lit up. Whether it was the sheer delight of having a table where there had been none, or if he genuinely found the accursed design appealing, I couldn’t say. Regardless, that unsightly table I had been so eager to replace remains in the living room to this day.

After dinner, I handed the remote control to Jaeseong, who invariably settled in front of the television. As always, he tuned to the same channel, displaying the identical title at the top of the screen. It was the cartoon Jaeseong unfailingly watched at this hour. Even on weekend evenings, when he would re-watch episodes he’d already seen countless times, he would still, without fail, choose that exact channel.

Jaeseong, thoroughly excited, retrieved a cushion from one end of the sofa. Cradling the plush cushion in both arms, he watched the same episode—for what must have been the countless time—with an utterly blissful expression.

I had purchased cushions in three colors, but while blue and red were purportedly the most popular, the one Jaeseong consistently claimed was the black one, which I had chosen almost as an afterthought.

“Lean back and sit properly.”

He flinched.

Jaeseong, who had been watching television with the stiff posture of a plaster statue, darted a glance at me before slowly pressing his back against the sofa.

On the very first day, I had unequivocally told him to ‘sit’ and watch, but that certainly hadn’t implied perching uncomfortably on the very edge of the sofa. Jaeseong, having realized he invariably drifted off to sleep while watching TV reclined on the sofa, had at some point begun deliberately avoiding a comfortable posture.

But even an uncomfortable posture didn’t prevent him from falling asleep. At some point, he would lie down on the sofa and drift off in the exact same position. Thus, every evening, after dinner, it became my routine to move the sleeping child from the television to his room.

Once he was asleep, I would lay him across my lap and work for a long time. Then, as the cartoon he had put on neared its end, I would carry him to his room. And watching the sleeping child, I would always think the same thing.

‘Was your day ordinary today?’

The sweltering summer had given way to a pleasantly cool breeze. The muggy air had dissipated, and the noisy fan no longer whirred. Perhaps because of this, Jaeseong’s nightly nightmares had become somewhat less frequent. Such small things brought me joy. I felt a thrill in my own chest, synchronizing with the beat of his heart.

‘Why did you follow me without a word?’

As anticipated, Jaeseong’s father had barely clung to life, but his mind had not fully recovered. Upon hearing the news of his father, Jaeseong cried profusely, like any other child. Yet, those tears seemed closer to relief than sorrow.

Initially hesitant, the Center eventually granted my request. Of course, their decision wasn’t made for my or Jaeseong’s benefit. It was clearly an attempt to saddle me with a debt, to create a vulnerability where none existed. I knew this, yet I was still glad. While a few troublesome conditions were attached, I was satisfied simply with gaining custody of Jaeseong.

When the time came for Jaeseong to be discharged, I called out to him as he emerged from his hospital room.

‘Come here.’

Without a moment’s hesitation, he took my hand.

He asked nothing—not why he was coming to live with me, nor where I was taking him. Perhaps someone had already spoken to him on my behalf: Aunt, the doctor, or another nurse.

In any case, the bottom line was that Jaeseong had meekly followed me, choosing on his own to live with someone he didn’t even know. For me, the fact that he was now with me was more important than the process itself.

Rustling, he shifted in his sleep, and I tucked his blanket around him, creating a gentle breeze with my movement. Watching him fall into a peaceful slumber, I thought,

‘Today, too, I am living this life with you.’
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