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The Cozy Streaming Life of a Retired C-Rank Hunter


Ch.0 - The Streaming Life Of Retired Hunter.
A small room of about three square meters.

A man sits in front of a heat-emitting computer, busily moving his mouse.

"Ah... Can you hear me?"
-I can hear you well!

The average viewer count for this man who recently started streaming is two people.
Although one of those two viewers is himself, he enthusiastically welcomes the viewer who typed in chat.

"LovingYouth, thank you for coming to my stream again today."
-No webcam today? I want to see your face, Ahjussi...

As soon as he greets the viewer, LovingYouth's message appears in the chat.

"My webcam broke."

The cheap webcam he bought had broken down.

-Hiing... I came to see your face...
"I'm really sorry. I'll buy a new webcam this week, so please bear with me."

Skillfully comforting my regular viewer, I continue the game from yesterday.
As I manipulate the keyboard and mouse to move my character and kill monsters that appear dramatically, my only viewer doesn't hold back on compliments.

-Ahjussi's mechanics are awesome!
"Thank you."

After playing for about an hour, I realize it's time to end the stream and press the save button.

-Are you ending already? No way! You didn't turn on your webcam today, so you should stream longer!
"That's not possible."

Although I retired as a C-rank Hunter, I earned quite a bit during my 11 years of dungeon runs.
But if you asked if it's enough to last until I die, that wouldn't be the case.

"Instead, I'll come 30 minutes earlier tomorrow."
-Tsk... You better come early tomorrow, okay?
"Of course. I promise."
-Bye-bye~

The viewer leaves a farewell message the moment I end the stream.

"What kind of viewer are they?"

My streaming time is from 2 PM to 3 PM, when others are studying or working.
Wondering about this viewer who has been watching without fail from day one until now, I look at the clock at the bottom of my computer, get up from my seat, and head to the vegetable garden in the backyard.

Ch.1 - Streaming Day 1.
I awakened with a C-grade ability the moment I became an adult.
C-grade, just one step above the lowest D-grade.
Considering abilities went all the way up to S-grade, mine was pathetically low.

As a C-grade Hunter, I was treated like a mere Porter, whether on the frontlines or in Dungeons, but I endured with a sense of duty.

"I'm exhausted."

After 11 long years of fighting Monsters with a body covered in scars, I finally decided to retire.

There were multiple reasons, but the main one was that Dungeons were no longer appearing faster than we could clear them.

I said farewell to my comrades and donated all the equipment that had protected me for 11 years to the Hunter Association.

"What a relief."

When I first awakened my ability, I felt vague excitement, and when I entered my first Dungeon, I felt terror.
As I continued exploring Dungeons, I lost comrades, met new ones, and carried many emotions in my heart.

Now I'm no longer a Hunter who enters Dungeons, just a civilian with a C-grade ability.

"What should I do now? Ah...!"

There were plenty of things I wanted to do.

As memories of my bucket list surfaced—things I vaguely wanted to do while living as a Hunter—I opened the worn notebook where I had recorded my life so far.

"I will become a Hunter who protects people."

Seeing the phrase written on the first page, reflecting my mindset as a rookie, made my eyes sting.

"Today I saved a comrade."
"Today I'm entering a B-grade Dungeon for the first time. Even though I'm just a Porter, hang in there! Young-Seok, you can do it!"
"Today I want to drink until I'm completely wasted."
"Yahoo! Today's pay is 5 million won! Am I going to become rich at this rate?"

I ran my fingers over the phrases filled with all kinds of emotions.

I began turning the pages, reading the words that perfectly captured my years spent not as civilian Kim Young-Seok, but as Hunter Kim Young-Seok.

Thud.

"If the Monsters ever disappear... I'd like to move to a quiet countryside and become a broadcaster who makes people happy. But that's probably an impossible dream. My destiny is to save lives, not make people laugh."

My finger stopped as I scanned this passage.

"....."

In my immature days when I thought saving people was my destiny, I definitely had this dream.

"Destiny..."

My small wish that I had kept close to my heart.
Now the circumstances allowed me to pursue it.

"Let's do it."

I made my decision, having only vaguely thought about it before, never having enough time to even touch a computer while active as a Hunter.

* * *

I settled in a quiet village away from the city with hardly any people around.
Not needing a big house, I arranged the necessary furniture in a tiny home with just two small rooms and a bathroom.

"Whew..."

I wiped away the beads of sweat and gazed contentedly at the neatly organized room.

"Shall I start now?"

I learned how to start broadcasting by searching online.

"It was Neotube, right?"

I quickly installed the necessary programs for broadcasting and launched them.

"Oh?"

Though I hadn't pressed the broadcast button yet, I could see my face being transmitted through the program.
I looked at my transmitted face, smiling and frowning at it.

"You get what you pay for, I guess."

I started adjusting the environment settings to my preferences to prepare for broadcasting.

"Done."

Click.

When I pressed the broadcast start button, my face appeared on the Neotube screen I had opened earlier.

"Hmm....."

After staring at the chat window for about five minutes waiting for viewers to join, but with no one entering, my excitement began to fade.

"I expected this."

Who would watch a broadcast by a middle-aged man covered in scars?
With a self-deprecating smile.

"I'll do it anyway."

Since I wanted to broadcast but had no intention of becoming a huge Neotuber, I composed myself and launched the Minesweeper game I had prepared in advance.

"Hello everyone! Today I'll be playing Minesweeper."

Recalling what I'd seen on other broadcasts, I pressed the record button and began introducing the game.

And so began my Minesweeper adventure.

"Ah..."

After finding almost all the mines, I clicked on one of the last remaining ones and got a game over, expressing my disappointment.

-So close!

At that moment, a single message appeared in the previously blank chat window, catching my eye.

"Huh?"

I stared blankly at the chat.

-Hello?
"...Hello. Um, so you're 'LovingYouth'? Is that right?"

Oops.
A viewer greeted me before I could greet them.
This was my mistake.

-Yes~ that's right.
"I... I'm sorry for making you greet me first."
-Come on, why apologize for something like that? You're cute, mister.
"Ah, mister?"

Mister?
No matter how much I've been through in Dungeons, I'm still a bachelor who hasn't even dated once...

-What are you doing?
"Ah, sorry."
-You're apologizing again.
"Ah... um..."

When I try not to apologize, I can't think of anything else to say.

"Then I'll continue with Minesweeper."
-Are you going for a completion king?

As I reset the game to change the awkward atmosphere, the viewer asks something strange.

Completion king? What does that mean?
Is there a king in Minesweeper?

"I heard this game is the easiest to play, but is there a king?"
-Huh? What do you mean?
"You just mentioned 'completion king'."
-ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

Suddenly the viewer is spamming consonants.

-So adorable. What should I do?
"....."
-'Completion king' means continuing to stream until you complete the game, without ending the broadcast.
"Ah...!"

So that's what it was?
I should look it up in the dictionary later.

"Thank you for explaining. Well, let's try being a completion king then."

I declare confidently.

'With 11 years of Dungeon experience, I should be able to handle this, right?'

One hour later.

-ㅋㅋㅋ You really have no talent for games.

Grind.

I find myself grinding my teeth, growing to dislike this viewer who's now mocking me.

-Are you angry?
"No!! Ah... I apologize for just now."

After raising my voice in a moment of frustration, I quickly bow my head in apology.

-That was delicious
"Huh? What did you eat?"
-Your gap moe just now was amazing!

Gap moe?
I can't understand about 50% of what this viewer is saying.
I make a mental note to look up internet broadcasting terminology later.

"Um... about that completion king thing I mentioned earlier?"

I say this while looking at the clock, which is approaching 2 PM.

-You're not running away, are you?
"I'm not running away, but I have something to do."

I've tilled the soil in the backyard, planning to farm while broadcasting.

-I'm disappointed.
"I'm sorry."
-Well, can't be helped.

I breathe a sigh of relief as the viewer seems to understand.

-By the way, mister? When's your broadcast schedule?
"Ah! It's from 1 PM to 2 PM every day, unless I have something important."
-Really? Then see you tomorrow. Bye, Silver~
"Silver?"
-Oh, since your nickname is 'RetiredHunter,' I called you Silver.
"Oh, is that so? Then bye, Love!"

I immediately use it on the viewer with the nickname LovingYouth.

-ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ Ah, too cute.

I stare blankly at the final message that appears just before I press the broadcast end button.

[The broadcast has ended.]

The screen that was showing my face turns black.

"Cute?"

In what way?
I look at my face in a hand mirror but can't find anything cute about it.

'This viewer has strange tastes.'

I realize once again that the world is full of people with all kinds of preferences.

Ch.2 - Streaming Day 2. (1)
[BREAKING NEWS! Finally, all the dungeons that appeared in Seoul, the capital of South Korea, have disappeared.....]

I glance absently at the breaking news broadcast on TV and check the time displayed at the bottom of the screen.

Click.

I press the computer power button and wait for it to boot up.

1:55 PM.

After leisurely completing my broadcast setup, I make an instant coffee and take a sip.

Right at 2:00 PM, I press the broadcast start and record buttons simultaneously, and my face appears on the Neotube streaming screen.

I launch the Minesweeper game program that I couldn't beat yesterday.

-Eunha~

Unlike yesterday, a viewer enters at the speed of light as soon as I start broadcasting and leaves a chat message. I hurriedly check the username of the person who left the message—it's LovingYouth, who came to my channel yesterday.

"Welcome, LovingYouth."

Unlike yesterday, I now understand what "Eunha" means since I looked up broadcasting terminology.

-Do you know what Eunha means?
"Of course I do."

I shrug my shoulders.

"It means 'Retired Hunter High,' right?"
-Ohhh... you studied up. Hehe.

LovingYouth expresses admiration at my display of knowledge.

"By the way, LovingYouth, are you female by any chance?"

Before falling asleep yesterday, I watched other Neotube broadcasts, and viewers who chat this politely are rare.

-Why do you ask? (fidgeting)
"No reason."

So he is a man.

A strange sense of disappointment washes over me and disappears.

"Today I'll be playing Minesweeper again, like yesterday."

I enlarge the Minesweeper program I had opened earlier to fill the main screen, then make my face cam smaller and place it in the bottom right corner.

-Ahjussi, could you make your face a little bigger?

A viewer expresses dissatisfaction with my reduced screen size.

"Other Neotubers do it this way... Is it uncomfortable?"
-Yes! It's uncomfortable.
"How about now?"

I adjust the screen again and ask.

-That's better!
"Thank you for the feedback."

I thank LovingYouth and start the Minesweeper game.

"Just a little more..."

Only 3 mines left.

But as the number has decreased, the remaining blocks have also significantly reduced.
Despite my desperate hopes, my mouse betrays me by clicking on a mine, resulting in game over.

-Yes!

When the game ends, a viewer celebrates as if they've won, making me feel uneasy.

"Um... I didn't succeed, I failed."
-I know.
"Then why are you happy?"
-Why? Because you'll keep streaming longer!
"....."

I can't tell if that's a compliment or an insult.

*Well, there's still time left.*

With 30 minutes remaining, I could clear it if I'm careful.

-You're f***ing terrible. And who streams Minesweeper anyway? Looking at your face, I can tell your age—just go work at a monster leather workshop. Everyone's rushing to stream on Neotube thinking it makes money, but this is seriously disgusting.

At that moment, another chat message appears from someone other than LovingYouth.

"...Oh, I'm sorry."

Though the insult is harsh, I've heard worse every day entering dungeons, so I apologize out of habit.

-Excuse me? Who do you think you are?

Seeing me apologize, LovingYouth suddenly confronts the viewer who just entered with the username "TerribleAF."

-You're so f***ing disgusting.
-Sigh... Ahjussi, just ban that person.

LovingYouth tells me to ban TerribleAF.

Though they're only the second viewer to join, I don't want viewers like this trash.

Ding.

[User TerribleAF has been banned.]

After the ban, the viewer count drops from 3 back to 2.

-Ahjussi, don't worry about things like this.
"I'm not worried."

What I just heard is nothing compared to what I've heard before.

-Phew... that's good. You'll keep streaming, right?
"Of course."

I steel myself and start Minesweeper again.

* * *

"You called for me, Agassi?"

A muscular man in a suit enters an ornate room and stands before the woman who summoned him.

"Bring this bastard to me immediately."

She throws documents at the man's face.
Unfazed by the papers hitting his face, the man skillfully catches them before they fall and reads what's written.

"TerribleAF?"
"You can cut off his limbs if you want, just keep him alive and bring him to me. You have one hour."
"Understood."

Given one hour, the man quickly bows and leaves the lavish room.

"How dare... he speak to my Ahjussi like that?"

The woman, whose beauty would leave anyone stunned, has bloodshot eyes.

"Ah... another mine."

At that moment, her Ahjussi's voice comes from her phone, and her fierce expression softens as she moves her fingers.

-Hehe... Ahjussi, please stream a little longer today. I didn't get to watch much.

After typing the chat, she sees him respond with an awkward smile.

"I'm sorry. I have to go to work today. But I'll try to stream longer on the weekend."

He apologizes to me, then:

"Well, I'll be going now. Saba~"
"Eunba."
-Eunba.

She types in chat while muttering softly.
As soon as her phone screen goes dark:

CRASH!

The wall shatters as she throws her phone.

"What happened, ma'am?!"

When the wall collapses, her security guards rush into the room.

"Go to the development department and tell them to develop a phone with a larger screen."
"...A phone?"

A guard questions her order.

CRACK.

In that instant, the guard's head flies off, blood spurting into the air.

"Don't make me repeat myself."
"Yes, ma'am!"
"Bring me the best phone available. And..."

She starts to say something but hesitates, then finally speaks.

"You know Neotube?"
"Yes, I do."

The guard answers immediately, which seems to please her as a smile forms on her lips.

"There's a Neotuber who uses the nickname 'Retired Hunter.'"
"Should we take care of—"

Before he can finish, another head instantly disappears, creating another corpse.

"Stay quiet until I finish speaking."
"...Yes."

After seeing two people die before their eyes, the guards freeze with their pupils shaking violently.

"Contact Neotube immediately and make it so no one can watch Retired Hunter's broadcasts."
"You want to prevent exposure?"
"Yes, tell them to make it so only I can watch."

The guards are momentarily stunned when her cold expression melts into a smile that could captivate anyone.

"If you don't want to die, go deliver the message now."
"Y-yes, ma'am!"

The guards drag the fallen bodies out as they exit.

"How annoying."

Her face full of anger, she seems to imagine something.

"Ahjussi..."

Her cheeks flush as she traces patterns in the air with her finger.

"My Ahjussi... I won't give him to anyone."

After dungeons, monsters, and Hunters appeared, her parents' company instantly became the most powerful in the world.

And she herself became an S-rank Hunter like her parents.

*I'm bored.*

To feel even a little tension, she would enter high-rank dungeons alone, but her endless potential always helped her escape those situations.

*So tedious.*

She never felt the emotion of love, not even for the parents who gave birth to her.

Until one day.

She met her love.
Him, carefully handling worn equipment in front of the Hunter Association...

Love at first sight.

She had thought it was a fantasy created by the desperate to cling to something, but that day shattered all her preconceptions.

"I love him so much."

Just hearing his voice makes her brain melt, and seeing his face makes her heart race like it might burst.

"I miss him..."

She already found out where he lives and sleeps in his arms every night while he's asleep, but that's not enough.

"I want to talk with him..."

She wants to converse with him while he's awake, not sleeping, and whisper words of love.

"That f***ing bastard."

Profanity escapes her beautiful lips as her eyes fill with murderous intent.

One hour.

Although she couldn't speak to him directly, she could express herself through chat for one hour.

Because of that TerribleAF bastard, she lost several minutes of that precious hour.

"I'll slice him into pieces."

As she seethes with murderous intent:

Knock knock knock.

A man knocks on the door, even though the wall is already destroyed and he could just walk in.

"Did you catch him?"
"Yes."

The man enters through the door, dragging in a one-armed man by the back of his neck.

Click, click.

The woman, who had never once risen from her chair, stands up and approaches the man thrown forward.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

As her heel pierces his thigh, the unconscious man opens his eyes from the extreme pain and screams.

"You're TerribleAF, right?"

After pulling her heel out of his thigh, she sits in front of him with a bright smile.

"...Y-yes."

Feeling extreme pain, he nods with a dazed expression.

"Why did you do it?"

She asks while stroking his head with her palm.

"What? What do you mean?"
"You insulted Ahjussi earlier, don't you remember?"

Her smile gradually twists.
But the man doesn't notice and:

"I remember. That old gee—"

CRACK.

"Ah..."

Enraged by the word "old geezer," she slams his head into the floor with the hand that was stroking it, causing his head to burst and brain matter to scatter.

"Oops."

She had planned to slice his flesh and torture him for life, but her plan was ruined, leaving her annoyed.

"Sigh... hey."
"Yes."

The man immediately stands at attention before her.

"Throw this to the slimes."
"Yes."

The man quickly signals outside, and two guards enter.

"Clean."

Using her ability, all the debris on the floor instantly disappears.
She gestures for Secretary Park to leave, and he carries out the corpse missing a head and an arm.

"Hmm~"

After the guards leave, she approaches her extensive wardrobe, trying on different outfits in front of a full-length mirror before selecting one she likes and leaving the room.

Ch.3 - Streaming Day 2. (2)
"Phew..."

I pat my back while stretching my waist.

"Almost done."

After clearing away the pebbles from the tilled field and pulling out all the weeds, tomorrow I just need to dig holes and plant seeds.

The sun is setting, so I finish up and head home.

[It's the 8 o'clock news. Today, Korea's pride, the Cheonmun Guild...]

I grab clean underwear and comfortable clothes, then head to the bathroom for a quick shower.

Pop!
Hiss.

"Ahh!"

Beer after a shower is truly amazing.

I wipe the beer foam from my lips with the back of my hand and go to the kitchen to prepare some simple snacks.

I cook golden-brown Vienna sausages and fried eggs, transfer them to a plate, and sit on the wooden platform in the yard.

*I wonder how they're all doing?*

I think about my former C-rank comrades who used to risk their lives entering dungeons with me.

As I reminisce, empty beer cans pile up beside me, and the mound of sausages gradually disappears.

Getting ready for bed, I throw away the crushed beer cans and wash the dishes that held the snacks.

"Oof."

I throw myself onto the small single bed behind my computer, and my eyes slowly begin to close.

"May tomorrow be peaceful too..."

I fall asleep, desperately hoping that these peaceful days will continue.


* * *


In the dead of night.

Creeeeak.

A mysterious figure opens the front door of the small house and enters.

Hmm...
Hmm...

The figure carefully approaches the room where soft breathing can be heard, finding a man sleeping peacefully.

"...Ahjussi."

A melodious voice emerges.

Rustle.

The figure slips into the narrow bed and presses against the man's body.

"Haah~♥"

The figure places their face against his chest, taking a deep breath to inhale his scent.

"You're mine. You're mine."

After nuzzling their face against the sleeping man's chest for a while, the figure drapes a smooth, long leg over the man's legs and embraces him tightly.

"Ahjussi..."

The figure calls to the man in a small voice, eyes tightly closed.

"I love you so much."

Raising an empty arm and placing it against their left chest.

"This must be love, right?"

The figure shares their unstoppable heartbeat with the man.

"Look only at me. Talk only to me. Give your love only to me. Stay with me forever."

The voice gradually weakens.

"If you do that for me, I'll give you everything I have."

With those words, the figure falls asleep alongside the sleeping man.


* * *


Beep beep beep~

8:00 AM.
As the alarm fills the small room, my eyes open from sleep.

"Yaaawn~"

I stretch and yawn, then.

Ding.

[Breaking news. Kim Young-Seok's son, Lee Ka-Ram, has reportedly been kidnapped from his home. Lee Ka-Ram was in his room when he disappeared without a trace, leaving only one arm behind...]

Lee Ka-Ram...?

With eyes still heavy with sleep, I watch the news and think back to old times when I hear the name Lee Ka-Ram.

I met him once in a dungeon before.

*"A Porter like you dares to challenge me?"*

I was his employee and suggested we take a detour because the path ahead was dangerous, but he dismissed me.

"I hope it gets resolved well..."

I know he has a terrible personality, but that's no reason to compare it with his life.

I pull down the blanket to get out of bed, but.

"Huh?"

I notice a silver thread as long as my leg swaying gently before falling to the floor.

What's this?

I grab the silver thread and look at it closely.

"Is this hair?"

Pluck.

I pull out one of my own hairs to compare them, and after touching both, it does seem to be hair.

Did I not clean properly?
Indifferently, I roll the hair between my fingers into a ball and toss it into the trash.

[Next news. The current Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun Guild, Cha Ah-Ram (21)...]

The TV shows a scene of a stunningly beautiful woman with silver hair reaching her thighs standing on a platform, but I don't watch it as I leave the room.

Whoosh!

Although I've retired, no one can predict when a dungeon might appear, so I continue the training I've always done.

Though my ability isn't physical-based, I know that physical training supports one's abilities.

After a full hour of martial arts and physical training I learned from Hunters, my body is drenched in sweat.

Swish.

Looking at the clock hanging on the exterior wall, I realize it's almost time for my broadcast, so I finish my training.

After a quick shower, I drink a can of beer and leisurely turn on my computer.

"I wonder if they'll come today too?"

I think about the viewer "LovingYouth" who came to both my Day 1 and Day 2 broadcasts.
Until 2 PM, I study streaming terminology and techniques to keep viewers entertained.

"King Sejong would weep in his grave."

I'm dumbfounded seeing how long sentences are compressed into single words.

"But... if I don't learn, I'll get mocked again, right?"

They might not come today, but just in case they do, I study diligently to avoid being teased.

Beep.

When the alarm set for 1:50 PM rings, I open the broadcasting program.

[Today I'll definitely succeed at Minesweeper.]

I change the broadcast title and press the start button.

Ding!

With a clear sound, my face is transmitted.

-Eunha!
"...Saha?"

As soon as I press the start button, a chat message appears, leaving me flustered as I belatedly greet them.

-I missed you so much.
"I... I also... ahem."

Still awkward with such comments, I can't continue my sentence.

-Ahjussi! Koreans hate it most when people cut off what they're saying!
"Ah... hmm..."

I'd be annoyed too if someone cut off their words mid-sentence, but at 31 years old, saying such things feels a bit embarrassing.

"I'm still not used to this, so I'll do it later."
-No. Do it now.

The viewer LovingYouth keeps insisting.
With a troubled expression, I slightly move my lips before finally closing my eyes.

"I, I missed you too."
-Me too! I missed you so much!♥(emoticon)

After speaking rapidly, faster than anyone else, they somehow understood and even added a heart emoticon to their chat.

"LovingYouth, can I call you Sachung from now on?"
-Sachung? I love it. Yes!
"Ah, then Sachung... I'm really sorry to say this."

Taking a deep sigh.

"Won't other viewers who come later feel uncomfortable if we men act like this?"
-Come on, what's the big deal? This is how people have fun on streams these days.
"Is that so?"

I've watched what they call "big company" broadcasts these past few days, but I don't recall seeing male viewers having such conversations...

-Don't you believe me? I'm hurt.
"No, that's not it."

My doubtful feelings must have shown on my face, as Sachung writes that they feel hurt, making me quickly shake my head.

"It's already been over 10 minutes since we started. Let's play some Minesweeper now."

Though I say this to Sachung, I'm feeling a bit uncomfortable inside and want to change the atmosphere by moving on to the game.

"Please..."

Only one mine remains.
But there are only two blocks left to click.

A 50% chance.

More tense than when facing a troll, I hesitate to click the mouse.

-Ahjussi! If you clear this, I'll give you a donation.

An encouraging chat appears.

"Ah, I only have 2 subscribers, so super chat is... huh?"

Normally, on Neotube, the super chat system—the donation system—doesn't activate until you reach certain metrics.

"It's open?"

Is this a glitch?

Just yesterday, I clearly saw it was closed.

"You shouldn't give me anything."

This must definitely be a glitch.

-No, Neotube posted an announcement yesterday saying they'd open super chat for some Neotubers even if they don't meet the conditions.
"Oh, really?"
-I'll donate, so please succeed!

I didn't start streaming to make money, so I'm about to politely decline when.

[Viewer LovingYouth has donated 10,000,000 won.]
(This is an advance! I'll double it if you succeed.)

"....."

Is something wrong with my eyes?
Why do I see 7 zeros?
Even after rubbing my eyes with the back of my hand and looking again, the amount doesn't change.

"...This is too much. It makes me uncomfortable, so you should quickly get a refund..."

Having never received such a large sum at once even during my Hunter days, I'm flustered.

-This is how much I'm supporting you. If you succeed, I'll give you double.

The viewer tempts me by saying they'll give twice the 10 million won they just donated.
But soon regaining my senses:

"If you don't refund this money, I won't stream anymore."
-...Why? Is it not enough?
"That's not it. It's a matter of my principles."
-I'm sorry...(crying emoticon)

I absolutely did not start streaming for money.
As someone who used to save lives, I started this to entertain people.

Firm principles.
Having learned through life how important it is to uphold them, I firmly refuse.

Viewer Sachung types a crying emoticon and refunds the donation they just gave.

"I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings."

To others, both I who asked for a refund of such a large sum and the viewer who's upset about not being able to give it might seem strange.

"And it's not that I won't accept anything. I just want to get to know Sachung slowly, which is why I said this. I hope you're not hurt."

I wait for a chat response, but nothing comes for 5 minutes.

*They're still here?*

The viewer list still shows the nickname "LovingYouth."

"Um..."
-Okay.

Just as I'm about to speak again.
Sachung's chat appears.

-Let's... get to know each other slowly.

Hmm...
I only read the chat, but why do I feel a chill down my spine?

Rubbing my goosebump-covered forearm from the chill.

"Then I'll try to find the last mine."

Click.

I press the mouse.

Ch.4 - Streaming Day 2. (3)
The next morning.
I wake up at 8 o'clock as usual.

"That's strange."

There was definitely a scent yesterday too, but it was so faint I thought it came from outside and ignored it. But now the smell of roses is vibrating from my body.

As I lift the blanket to find the source of this rose fragrance, the long silver hair I saw yesterday flutters and sticks to my face.

"I need to clean again."

I get up from bed, thinking it's my fault for not being thorough enough when I did the deep cleaning on moving day.

[Today's news. The Cheonmun Guild has purchased large tracts of land near Goseong in South Gyeongsang Province yesterday. The real estate industry is buzzing about this bold move from the world's top Hunter guild...]

I was about to turn off the TV and leave when I stopped in my tracks upon hearing about the land in Goseong, where I currently live.

"The land prices went up?"

I listen carefully to the content flowing from the TV.

"Huh....."

I'm speechless at the news that land I bought for 20,000 won per pyeong has now jumped to 170,000 won.

'I purchased 800 pyeong...'

I realize my asset value has increased unbelievably.

"....."

Having become suddenly wealthy, I stand still even as the next news item comes on.

"Sigh..."

But eventually I calm down and face reality.

The Cheonmun Guild is filled with powerful S-rank Hunters, worthy of being called the strongest. Especially with their Vice Guild Master who is said to possess power beyond S-rank—no one would dare challenge the Cheonmun Guild. The fact that such an organization bought land in this sparsely populated area could mean I might be forced to relocate from this house.

"Just when I was getting settled..."

It would be heartbreaking to receive an eviction notice now, when I've already tilled the field and am just waiting to sow the seeds.

C-rank.

I've always lived with pride despite being a low-ranked Hunter, but right now I feel incredibly insignificant.

"If that time comes, I'll ask them to wait a little."

I organize my thoughts, wanting at least to experience the process of sowing seeds, watching them grow, and harvesting. I turn off the TV and head outside.

Whoosh.

I chop firewood for breakfast and put it in the fireplace to light a fire.

"Is anyone home?"

While preparing my meal, I hear an unfamiliar voice.

"Who is it?"

When I step out of the kitchen, a sturdy man wearing sunglasses is waiting for me.

"Hello? I'm Heo Jun-Seok, the Marketing Team Leader at the Cheonmun Guild."

The man bows politely.

Cheonmun Guild?
Marketing Team Leader?

Why would such a big shot that ordinary people can't even meet come here?
Could it be... because of the land?

As my mind becomes confused, Heo Jun-Seok straightens up and asks:

"You are the owner living here, correct?"

Here it comes.
Of course, the Cheonmun Guild works quickly, so they'd immediately try to persuade landowners.

"Yes, that's right. But what brings you here?"

When I ask with some wariness, he trembles as if frightened by my behavior.

"Are you displeased with my conduct? If I've offended you in any way, I'll apologize immediately."
"...What?"

I don't understand what he's saying.

"I'm not displeased."
"Phew....."

To continue the conversation, I answer, and he places his hand on his chest and lets out a long sigh.

"Actually, I came here to repair your old house."
"What repair?"
"Your house, sir."
"I don't have money for repairs."

Remodeling? What?
Do they think I don't know they're using this as an excuse to demolish my house?

When I flatly refuse:

"Ah... you don't need to pay anything. The Cheonmun Guild will help you free of charge."
"Free of charge?"

There's no such thing as a free lunch.
I know this painfully well, so I narrow my eyes and glare at him.

"Please... I beg you. The Vice Guild Master ordered us to renovate the homes of everyone living in this area for free."

When I speak suspiciously, he kneels before me and begs, so I quickly run to him and force him to stand up.

"What are you doing?"
"Please... I beg you. Won't you allow us to make repairs?"
"...Ha."

What is this situation so early in the morning...

Moreover, the Cheonmun Marketing Team Leader would be equivalent to a Guild Master in other guilds.
Such a big shot kneeled before me?

"Alright. But I have a condition."

I wanted to refuse, but thinking that rejecting such a powerful person's plea might lead to trouble, I cautiously mention having a condition while gauging his reaction.

"Please tell me anything."

At the word "condition," despite his sunglasses, his lips curl up as he quickly asks me.

"If... if I need to leave the house, please let me know at least a month in advance. I'd appreciate it since I'll need to find a new place..."
"Pardon?"

This time Heo Jun-Seok tilts his head.

"What do you mean?"
"I just saw the news about the Cheonmun Guild buying land."
"Ah...? Don't worry about that. We absolutely won't touch your land."
"Really?"

Contrary to my concerns, he says they have no intention of buying my land.

"We've already purchased all the land needed for our headquarters. So you can live here for the rest of your life... No! You should live here for the rest of your life."
"Well, I was planning to live here anyway."
"Then may I proceed with the repairs?"
"Yes."

As soon as I give permission, Heo Jun-Seok immediately calls the workers waiting outside.

"...Huh?"

That worker who just came in...
Isn't he one of the Cheonmun Guild's S-rank Hunters, known as the All-Purpose Magician?

'Did I see wrong...?'

There's no way such a person would come as a worker...?

While I'm thinking:

"....."

My old house begins to float in the air and then disassembles.

"We'll finish quickly."

Beside me, Team Leader Heo Jun-Seok says they'll finish soon, and:

"Have you eaten? If you haven't, I'll call the chefs right away."
"...No. I'm fine."

I can't keep up with what's happening to me.

'Could it be?'

Maybe because I live near the Cheonmun Guild, they're changing my house to match their standards.

Time passes.....

Looking at my house, completely different from what I saw just 5 hours ago, I feel strange.

"Are you alright?"

The Cheonmun Marketing Team Leader, who has been by my side all day, asks me as the construction finally ends.

"...This is free of charge?"

Having watched my old house transform into a luxurious detached house, I express my doubt.

"Yes, it's free."
"How can this be free? And you said repairs, not rebuilding."
"It is free and it is repairs."

I saw it clearly.
The mithril ore I had seen only once in countless dungeon runs was being used as building material for my house...

Not only that.
All my furniture disappeared somewhere and was replaced with the latest models.

"I can't accept this..."

Thud.

Before I finish speaking, Team Leader Heo Jun-Seok kneels again.

"Alright. I'll accept it."

I know better than anyone that kneeling is done to gain momentum.
To prevent him from harboring resentment, I immediately answer, and his darkened expression brightens.

"Sir, thank you so much. I will definitely repay this favor."
"...Favor?"

Ring ring. Ring ring.

A ringtone sounds from the pocket of Heo Jun-Seok as he's saying something absurd.
He quickly takes out his phone, puts it to his ear, and his expression gradually turns pale.

"Yes. Yes! I understand."

After ending the call, Heo Jun-Seok, still kneeling, smiles awkwardly.

"Do you... have anything scheduled for 2 o'clock?"
"2 o'clock? Ah!"

I quickly take out my phone from my pocket to check the time.

It shows 1:30 PM, but the computer I was using is currently beside me, having been reassembled during the process.

"Today I'm rest—"
"No need for that. Come this way!"

He gestures to me and quickly goes outside.
Following him, I see a huge trailer with one side wall open.

"I prepared everything, anticipating this."

Inside the trailer are computers, three monitors, a fancy chair, and a side table filled with snacks.

"Did you investigate me?"
"I'm sorry. I researched what you do to persuade you."
"Sigh....."

In the end, I shake my head.

"I'll just accept your thoughtfulness."

Beyond being burdensome, I can't imagine what they're trying to do, so I end up declining his offer.


* * *


"What did I tell you?"

Clang!

Cheonmun Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram throws the glass she was holding at the head of Marketing Team Leader Heo Jun-Seok, who is kneeling before her with a fierce gaze.

Drip.

Though blood flows from his broken head, Heo Jun-Seok doesn't flinch.

"No matter what, turn on the broadcast... Ugh!"

He groans as her finger pierces through his kneeling thigh.

"You know that's my only pleasure, my happiness, don't you?"
"...Y-yes... Ugh..."

As she twists her penetrating finger inside him, his face turns red and he grits his teeth.

Pop.

After making a mess of his thigh, Cha Ah-Ram finally pulls out her finger.

"Since you changed his house, I won't kill you."
"Th-thank you."
"But... if you disobey my orders next time."

Cha Ah-Ram's beautiful face distorts cruelly.

"Not just you, but your entire family will be fed to Nol. Look forward to it."
"I-I'll keep that in mind."
"You may go."

At her dismissal, he tries hard not to limp as he leaves, bleeding.

"Mister... I miss you so much."

The moment he leaves, her cold gaze disappears, replaced by the eyes of a girl in love. Cha Ah-Ram turns on the broadcast replay he left behind and watches it for a long time.

Ch.5 - Streaming Day 3. (1)
After leaving the Cheonmun Guild workers and marketing team leader, I entered the house to find a brilliant chandelier mounted on the living room ceiling.

"....."

Installing something like this is just a waste.

Such luxuries are excessive for someone like me who's always stayed in one-room motels or inns.

I started opening the multiple rooms visible from the living room one by one to see how they'd been remodeled.

I opened the nearest room.

"What are these clothes..."

I couldn't continue speaking when I saw the interior filled with hanging clothes.

"...Huh."

These were all new clothes with price tags still attached. I checked the price tag on the black suit at the front.

One, ten, hundred, thousand, ten thousand, hundred thousand, million, ten million??
【100% Ogre Leather】
【70% Slime Extract】
【100% Lizardman Tendons】
【22% Mithril】

"The performance is better than my equipment..."

My hands trembled as I touched the lining of the suit, which had superior materials to the equipment that had protected my life for 11 years.

"N-no, this isn't right."

And I'd only looked at the clothes in front, but I could see hundreds more outfits in various colors behind them.

"I shouldn't wear these. I'll have to tell them to take everything back."

This isn't for me. I know that excessive greed eventually leads to trouble, so I quietly closed the door without touching any other clothes.

My head was already spinning after seeing just the first room, but there were still three more rooms I hadn't opened.

Creeeeak.

As I carefully opened the next door, a brilliant light blurred my vision.

Creeeeak.

I carefully closed the door immediately after seeing the interior.

"...This is what they call a free repair?"

What I'd just seen inside were high-end luxury items displayed—things I couldn't afford even if I spent my entire life in dungeons.

"Haaa....."

Now I'm afraid to look at the other rooms.

"Phew."

I steeled myself and opened the next door.

"...Thank goodness."

This room was exactly the same size as the room I'd been staying in, and except for the computer placed outside, nothing seemed to have changed.

"I don't know anymore."

I was too scared to explore the next room, so I just gave up and threw myself onto the bed.

I'm tired...

Psssst. Psssst.

When I lay on the bed, something sprayed from the air freshener attached to the wall.

I need to tend to my garden...
I need to eat too...
But why am I getting so sleepy...?

*I'll just sleep for a bit.*

As my eyes gradually closed, I decided to sleep just a little and let go of consciousness.

Creeeeak.

A tiny light on the ceiling moved toward Young-Seok as he fell asleep.


* * *


Rustle.

She climbed onto the bed with light footsteps.

"I love you, Ahjussi♥"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had snuggled into the sleeping Young-Seok's arms, stared at his face and whispered in his ear.

"I love Cha Ah-Ram~ ♥I love Cha Ah-Ram~ ♥I love Cha Ah-Ram~ ♥I love Cha Ah-Ram~♥"

She whispered affectionately, slowly, and softly into the sleeping Young-Seok's ear.

Smooch.

"I'm so happy. So very happy."

Cha Ah-Ram was touching Young-Seok's cheek when, as if entranced, she pressed her lips against it. Her face flushed red, and she didn't know what to do with herself.

"Ahjussi, something's wrong with my heart."

She stroked his eyebrows and called out to him desperately as he slept, unable to respond.

"I've got heart disease, and only you can cure my heart."

She clutched her own slightly protruding chest and pleaded with him to heal her.

"I was so sad today because you didn't turn on your broadcast."

She held his neatly placed hand tightly, rubbing it against her cheek with a sad look in her eyes.

"When will I be able to talk with you? When will you hold my hand first? When will..."

Whoosh.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been chattering like a lark, covered her small face with both hands.

"Kyaaak... I don't know. I don't know."

She shook her head vigorously, having imagined something.

"You have to take responsibility for making me like this."

She, who had lacked nothing and could order anything she wanted made, was asking someone to take responsibility for her for the first time.

"Ahjussi... I love you. I love you so much. Since I love you... can I kiss you?"

Cha Ah-Ram raised her upper body, stared intently at the sleeping Young-Seok's lips, and slowly moved her face closer.

Smooch. Smooch. Smooch. Smoooooch.

After giving his lips light kisses once, twice, three times in succession, she finally felt something filling the emptiness in her heart and smiled with satisfaction.

"Tonight too, with Ahjussi..."

Resting her head on his chest, Cha Ah-Ram closed her eyes and fell asleep feeling his chest rise and fall.


* * *


Beep beep. Beep beep.

What was supposed to be a short nap turned into sleeping until the alarm went off. I jumped up.

"I feel refreshed?"

I always had aching joints and tingling skin due to aftereffects from injuries in dungeons, but right now I felt like I'd returned to my 20s when I first awakened as a Hunter.

"And no pain..."

I tilted my head while rotating my shoulders.

"Hup!"

I lifted my lightened body off the bed and stretched.

"Let's have another happy day today."

I muttered quietly while using my fingers to lift the corners of my mouth into a smile, then immediately left the room.

"Ah..."

The multicolored light emanating from the brilliant chandelier brightly illuminated the living room, fully waking me up.

I checked the living room that I hadn't properly seen yesterday.

Inside the ┣-shaped table were a refrigerator, induction stove, microwave, oven, and various hanging dishes. Outside were brown leather sofas and a huge TV mounted in front.

"...I like this."

I know appliances are expensive too, but at least they're not as expensive as the clothes, luxury items, watches, rings, and shoes I saw yesterday.

Creeeeak.

[Scanning user Kim Young-Seok.]

When I opened the refrigerator, a green light from the front scanned my body.

[Kim Young-Seok has not had any fluid intake for 11 hours.]
[Kim Young-Seok has not had any nutrient intake for 11 hours.]
[If you want me to prepare something simple with my ingredients, please press the cooking button.]

"Huh...?"

I was surprised when the refrigerator spoke after opening what looked like a simple, large but ordinary refrigerator.

Click.

I swallowed hard and pressed the cooking button.

Whirrrr.

[Based on Kim Young-Seok's current condition, I will prepare Minotaur hindleg steak, abalone porridge, and mineral-rich water.]
[12 minutes remaining until cooking is complete.]

Let's pretend I didn't hear that.

I slowly turned around, left the kitchen, and naturally sat on the sofa.

"Minotaur hindleg steak?"

I can't pretend I didn't hear that!
The refrigerator is making food I've only seen on TV...?

Bewildered, I noticed a long remote control next to the sofa and pressed the power button.

[Starting the Cheonmun Guild broadcast today.]

When I turned it on, a program appeared that was filmed by the world's most successful Cheonmun Guild, which had bought its own broadcasting station.

[Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram? What do you usually enjoy eating?]
[Hmm... I eat everything well without being picky. (laughs)]

Click.

Having zero interest in the Cheonmun Guild, I changed the channel to watch the news.

[Today we're exclusively revealing Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram's body measurements! Bust 94! That's impressive. And her waist...]

Click.

Having no interest in body measurements, I changed the channel again.

[So, do you have someone you like?]
[Yes... I recently found someone I like. (shy)]
[Oh?! Finally... spring has come for Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram, known as the strongest Hunter!? Whoever they are, that person must have saved the Earth.]
[No. I'm the lucky one.]

Cha Ah-Ram seemed to be looking directly at me sitting on the sofa as she spoke.

Click. Click. Click.

I kept changing channels because the news wasn't coming on.

[Cheonmun Guild...]
[Cheonmun Guild...]
[What's Cha Ah-Ram's ideal type?]

All the channels showed interviews with the Cheonmun Guild and Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram.

Since the place that did the "repairs" was the Cheonmun Guild, they probably set the cable to their channels when installing the TV.

Click.

Having no interest in any programs except the news, I turned off the power.

[Minotaur hindleg steak and abalone porridge cooking complete. User Kim Young-Seok, please receive your prepared food.]

The refrigerator's mechanical voice pierced my ears.

"Might as well eat it."

Though I'm hesitant about such expensive ingredients, not eating food that's already been prepared would be another sin.


* * *


"Hmmmm~"
"Miss, you seem to be in a particularly good mood today."

In the Cheonmun Guild conference room.

As Cha Ah-Ram, seated at the head of the table, hummed while scanning documents, the woman sitting beside her asked.

"I am in a good mood. Very good."

The woman, seeing this side of Cha Ah-Ram for the first time, made a curious expression.

"Did you perhaps discover an undiscovered dungeon?"

She asked, knowing Cha Ah-Ram was only interested in dungeons with strong monsters.

"Do I need a reason to tell you that?"

Her smiling face disappeared, and a cold gaze pierced through the woman.

Drip.

Cold sweat ran down the woman's body.

"N-no, you don't."

After staring coldly at the woman, Cha Ah-Ram eventually turned her head.

"How's the relocation progress?"
"Currently, the Blue House is opposing it. If we who protect the capital relocate, there could be massive damage..."
"Those old bastards are making a fuss?"

Currently, the Cheonmun Guild is based in the capital.

"But don't worry, our planted people are moving."
"Fine, I'll give you one day to resolve it."
"Yes."

After giving the order, Cha Ah-Ram smiled at the marketing team leader sitting a little distance away.

"Heo Jun-Seok."
"Yes."
"I really like you."

The faces of about 100 people in the conference room froze.

"You handled things well, so I'll promote you to department manager."
"Th-thank you."
"So, is the meeting over?"

Cha Ah-Ram checked her wristwatch as she finished speaking.

"Yes."

Scrape.

"Give it to me."

She held out her hand to the secretary standing behind her, who handed over the phone she was holding.

"This is useful."

She smiled with satisfaction at the larger screen than before.

"Tell the development department to give a 200% bonus."
"Yes."

She touched the phone with her finger.

"What are you doing? Aren't you leaving?"

When people didn't move even though the meeting was over, Cha Ah-Ram asked again, and everyone filed out of the conference room in perfect order.

"Five more minutes..."

In five minutes, the happiest time of her 24 hours would arrive.

"Time is moving so slowly..."

She kept pressing her fingers on the screen.

[Retired Hunter Neotube Channel]

She desperately wished for the livestream to start soon.

Ch.6 - Streaming Day 3. (2)
I noticed I was wearing short sleeves and shorts when I saw the scars on my forearm, so I quickly changed into a long-sleeved shirt.

Though I spotted a coffee machine in the kitchen, I didn't know how to use it. Instead, I boiled water and made my usual instant coffee before setting up for my third day of streaming.

[I'll be playing the Cute Raccoon Game.]

After much deliberation, I chose this fossil of a classic game, launched the Raccoon Game screen, and started the stream.

-Eunha~

As soon as I hit the start button, a message appeared in the previously empty chat.

"Saha~ Sachaeng, you're here really early."
-I was waiting for you.

My heart warmed knowing someone was actually waiting for my stream. I should give Sachaeng, who visits my humble broadcast, an even better show.

"Today's game is the Raccoon Game."
-Raccoon?
"I used to enjoy this game in my teens, before I became a Hunter."

The only game my parents allowed me to have. While high-performance games were sprouting up everywhere, this was all I played.

-The raccoon is so cute. (cute emoticon)

Sachaeng commented on how cute the jumping raccoon was.

"I think it's cute too."

I cleared my throat to properly begin the broadcast.

"Hello viewers, today I'll be playing the Raccoon Game where you control an adorable raccoon. It's a very old classic game, so many of you might not be familiar with it. Let's start this nostalgic game right away."

I delivered my prepared line for the video I'd edit later, then began moving the raccoon using the arrow keys and spacebar.

-Ahjussi, why are you wearing long sleeves in summer?
"The reason I'm wearing! long sleeves is because I have! scars that I don't want to show you all."

My voice rose in pitch each time I pressed the spacebar to avoid approaching obstacles.

-Scars...?
"All Hunters have! scars. That applies to me too. Ah... I died."

I clearly pressed the spacebar, but the raccoon responded too late and got hit by a rolling barrel, resulting in game over.

-Did it hurt a lot?
"Yes, it did. I struggled a lot because of it."
-Hiing... (crying emoticon)

Arm injuries hurt more than wounds on other parts of the body.

That day, I lost a comrade.

"But I'm okay now."

Time doesn't dull the pain of losing a comrade. But I believe that because they existed, we can move forward and our world can survive.

Hop.

I started controlling the raccoon again, slowly climbing up from the first floor.

"What should I do here?"

I stopped the raccoon in the middle of a ladder, looked at the next level, and deliberately made a troubled expression.

I'd cleared the Raccoon Game many times before. But if I succeeded too quickly, viewers would enjoy it less, and I'd have nothing to do until 3 PM. So I pretended it was difficult.

-You can do it! Fighting!

My only viewer, Sachaeng, sent me an encouraging message.

"Alright, here I go."

Hop.

I jumped over one of three turtles' shells and avoided a rolling log.

Now I just needed to avoid the remaining two turtles and another rolling log coming from behind.

Hop.

The raccoon smoothly avoided the returning log, hesitated briefly at the turtle ahead, then jumped over it.

"Just one more to go."

If I pass that turtle, I can clear the level.

'Thirty minutes left.'

Should I die? Or not?

After a brief moment of consideration among many choices, I made my decision. I jumped to avoid the approaching log, paused briefly in front of the turtle, then jumped again.

Slide.

The raccoon climbed up the ladder, toddling upward.

Bam-pa-ra-ra-ra.

Fireworks exploded, announcing the game was cleared.

[Viewer SaranghaNeungCheongChun donated 10,000 won.]
(Clear! Clear! Ahjussi, you're so cool.)

We had previously agreed while playing Minesweeper not to donate more than 10,000 won.

"Thank you."

It's good that I cleared the game, but...

"Hmm... I still have 30 minutes left."

Half of my one-hour broadcast time remained.

"Should I play another game?"
-No, no! Let's do a chat stream, Ahjussi!

Sachaeng quickly responded to my question.

"A chat stream? It's embarrassing to say this about myself, but I'm an incredibly boring person."
-I know.

They know?

That hurt a bit... I knew it already, but I was secretly hoping for a nicer response. I became a little dejected.

-Hey, who cares if you're boring? I actually prefer serious people.
"...Really?"

Encouraged by Sachaeng's words, I decided to be a bit braver.

"Then what should we chat about?"
-Tell me your ideal type!

Is this how teachers feel on their first day at a new school?

"Why do you want to know that?"
-I'm curious. Please tell me~
"Hmm... my ideal type."

I hadn't really thought about it. My life had been such a tightrope walk that I never had the luxury to look at others. But if I had to choose...

"I'd like someone with long straight hair and a kind heart."
-Long straight hair?
"Yes, my mother's hair went down past her waist."
-Ah... I see.

I'm not sure why Sachaeng said they understood, but since I'd started talking, I decided to continue.

"If someone were to date me, I'd hope they had similar hobbies. That way we'd fight less."
-What are your hobbies?
"My hobbies?"

Before becoming a Hunter, I was an ordinary man. I enjoyed cultural content like games, movies, dramas, novels, and so on.

'My hobbies...'

"Nothing fancy..."

Scratching my head.

"I like hiking or watching the red sunset over the horizon at the beach. Oh! And I also enjoy having drinks and singing at bars with good atmosphere."

A smile formed on my face as I chatted away.

-I like those things too.
"Really? You have similar hobbies to mine."

When they donated ten million won before, I thought they must be from a wealthy family. It's ironic that they enjoy such ordinary things.

"By the way, how old are you, Sachaeng?"
-Me? I'm 21. Why?
"No, it's just that since we have similar hobbies, I thought we might be the same age. But if you're 21, shouldn't you call me 'hyung' instead of 'ahjussi'?"
-Hyung? Hahaha, I don't want to call you that.
"Why not?"
-I just don't.

I'm only 31, so being called "ahjussi" bothers me a bit too, but I suppress it.

"Alright. I won't force you."

I don't want to force something they dislike.

-Then what's your favorite food?
"My favorite food? I'm not picky, but I like bibimbap the most."
-Bibimbap? Why?
"Because I ate it the most in dungeons."

The most common snacks in dungeons are bread and jerky. Since monsters could appear anywhere at any time, Hunters preferred foods that could be eaten easily. But eating the same things gets tiresome, so Hunters gradually sought foods that could be eaten quickly, and that's bibimbap.

"It's delicious and nutritious. So after eating it often, it became my favorite food."
-Aha!

As we continued our modest conversation:

-By the way, are you only going to play games like Minesweeper and Raccoon?
"Why do you ask?"

These are the only games I've played... Do they want something else?

-I was wondering if you're interested in multiplayer games where viewers can join.
"Multiplayer games? Oh, you mean online games?"
-Yes, yes!

Online games.
I had considered it, but I was hesitant because I didn't know the rules properly and was afraid of making viewers cringe.

"I'll study gradually and try when I get used to it."
-Looking forward to it^^
"Thank you."

With just one minute left before the end of the stream:

"It's time to end the broadcast."
-Already? Don't go... just 10 more minutes... no, just 5 more minutes.
"I can't do that."

A regular lifestyle fosters a healthy mind. I know that breaking my own schedule will come back to haunt me later, so I firmly refuse the request for more time.

"Instead, I'll start 30 minutes earlier this weekend."

After promising future broadcasts:

-...Okay, I understand. See you then. Eunba~
"Saba~"

I end the broadcast.

"Phew....."

After streaming for just an hour, I felt drained. I leaned back in my chair, staring blankly.

"It felt like... a blind date."

Shudder.

Knowing Sachaeng is male gives me a strange feeling. I think it's weird that I shared my ideal type and hobbies with a man. I get up, throw away the crumpled paper cup, and head outside to work in the fields.


* * *


At the office located on the top floor of the Cheonmun Guild building.

"Move it carefully."

Monitors and computers that looked expensive even at a glance were placed on the desk.

"Phew..."

The men wiped the sweat from their foreheads.

"Why does she need this?"

They thought about their Vice Guild Master who had always claimed computers were harmful and refused to use them.

"Quiet... keep those thoughts to yourself."

A man who knew Cha Ah-Ram—beautiful but cold-hearted—better than anyone else, silenced his colleague.

"But she's changed a lot lately, hasn't she?"

She used to behead people who displeased her, but recently she'd started giving second chances.

"She even laughs now... could it be—"
"That's enough."

The silent colleague cut him off.

"If you don't want to die, just do as you're told."
"....."

Click-clack.

As the sound of heels approached, the men quickly stepped away from the desk and bowed to Cha Ah-Ram as she entered.

"Agassi, welcome back."
"Is the installation..."

Seeing the computer set up on the desk, she nodded slightly.

"Good work."

At those words, the men's pupils shook as if in an earthquake. Only one man whose eyes remained steady approached her.

"Here it is."

He handed her a USB drive.

"I've compiled information on all mountains and popular cities with beautiful coastlines, both domestic and international."
"Have you?"

Cha Ah-Ram took the USB and sat down, turning on the computer.

"You may go now."
"Yes, ma'am."

Watching the men leave, Cha Ah-Ram waited until the door closed.

"Hehehe. A wedding ceremony at the beach wouldn't be bad."

Her cold expression melted away as she imagined herself having a beach wedding with Kim Young-Seok, whom she called "ahjussi."

Ch.7 - To The Capital (1)
Day 4 of broadcasting.

As usual, only my viewer "Love Youth" is watching my stream.

Ding!

The screen of my blackened phone on the desk lights up.

"Just a moment."
-...Who sent a message?
"It's from the Hunter Association."

After reading the chat, I look at the message on the illuminated screen.

[To Hunter Kim Young-Seok.
Your retirement paperwork has been approved.
We deeply appreciate your 11 years of service protecting our country.
We would also like to inform you of a few matters.
Please visit the Hunter Association within this week to complete paperwork for your future pension.
Also, for three years after beginning to receive your pension, you may be summoned if dungeons or monsters appear in your area.
More details will be provided when you visit the Hunter Association.]

So it was approved.
I've heard that the number of retiring Hunters has been increasing lately.
Retirement requires passing a strict review process, and now that I've successfully passed, I feel a mix of emotions.

-What is it? What kind of message? Did someone insult you? Or is it a voice phishing scam?
"It's nothing like that."

Seeing Love Youth's flood of messages, I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand.

-...Are you crying? Who made you cry!
"I just feel a bit melancholic."

Showing the message on camera:

"I've spent a third of my life as a Hunter. Now that it's really over, I feel both relieved and sad... I don't know."
-You have me, you know. So don't have any lingering attachments to your Hunter work.
"Hahaha. Thank you."

It sounds almost like a proposal, but since I know Love Youth is male, I let it slide.

"I should strike while the iron is hot and head up to Seoul tomorrow."
-Tomorrow? What about the stream?
"Hmm... I'll take a day off tomorrow."

It's not just for the pension that I'm going. I miss my colleagues.

-No! No matter what...
"I want to have a drink with my colleagues. So please understand."
-Okay... (sad emoticon)
"In exchange, I'll add another 30 minutes to the 30 minutes I already promised for the weekend."

It's a bit of a trick, but I say whatever comes to mind.

"Then I'll end the stream now."
-Eunba~
"Saba."

After ending the stream, I touch my phone and put it to my ear.

Ring. Ring.

After a brief dial tone:

[Young-Seok?]

I hear the voice of my dear colleague and Party Leader.

"Yeah, Han-Seok."
[You bastard! Why are you calling only now! I thought something had happened to you after you moved to the countryside!]
"I'm sorry."
[You should be! Everyone's been worried about you.]

Five years ago.
The Brass Party reached out to me when I was barely surviving as a Porter.
Han-Seok, an A-rank, treated me as a colleague rather than a Porter despite my C-rank.

[So... are you doing that broadcast you wanted to do?]
"I am, but..."

I can't bring myself to say that only one person watches.

[Listen, kid. New Neotubers always start with no viewers.]

Han-Seok immediately notices from my voice and comforts me.

[So what's the occasion for this call, Mr. Neotuber?]
"I'm coming up to Seoul tomorrow and wanted to meet."
[Call! And the drinks are obviously...]
"I'll pay."
[Look at you, all grown up. You used to tremble at the thought of paying for drinks... So, what time do you want to meet?]
"1 PM?"
[Okay. I'll let the others know?]
"Thanks."

Fortunately, they don't have dungeon duty tomorrow and readily agree to meet.

[By the way, did you say you went to Goseong?]
"That's right."
[You... have a talent for speculation? I heard the Cheonmun Guild is moving their headquarters there?]
"I saw it on the news."

Two days ago, I saw that property values had jumped from 170,000 won per pyeong to 300,000 won when I checked earlier.

[When I retire, can I live with you?]
"Come anytime."
[You're too nice! That's why you can't get married. Anyway, I'm joking, so if any of the others ask to live with you, let me know, okay?]

Han-Seok always looks out for me.
His words are rough, but I can feel his warmth.

"Got it."
[See you tomorrow. I'll let everyone know about meeting tomorrow.]
"Thanks."

I hang up and put my phone down on the desk.

"Seoul..."

Going to Seoul after a month.
Excited to see those I spent five years with through thick and thin, I take clothes out of the box I brought.

"What should I wear?"

Though all my clothes are worn and without brand names, I don't mind and pick out the cleanest-looking ones to try on.

"This looks better."

After choosing a simple white long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans, I prepare for tomorrow.


* * *


【 Hunter Association 】

"How may I help you?"

As I enter the massive Hunter Association building, the receptionist at the information desk asks.

"I received this message yesterday."

I show the receptionist yesterday's message.

"Ah, please go up those stairs to the Administrative Department on the third floor."
"Thank you."

I already know where the Administrative Department is, so I put on the badge the receptionist gives me and head there.

Creeak.

"Good work."

As I enter and greet them, all eyes in the quiet office turn to me.

"Oh?"

A half-bald man working on documents in the back smiles when he sees me.

"It's been a while, Department Manager Kim Chi-Seok."

I approach and greet him first.

"Well, look who it is!"

He welcomes me warmly and quickly places a chair next to his.

"What are you looking at? Is it break time? Not working?"

He shouts at the Association employees watching us.

"Green tea? Black tea? Coffee?"
"Just cold water would be great, thank you."

Rattle.

He takes a water bottle from the mini-fridge right next to his desk and places it on the table.

"Have I been so awful to you that I had to hear about your retirement from someone else?"
"Ah... that's not it."

When he teases me, I wave my hands awkwardly.

"I was hurt."
"I'm sorry."
"Our relationship goes back a whole decade..."

He pretends to cry, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, and I wonder how to respond.

"I'm going drinking with my colleagues today. Would you like to join us?"
"Absolutely! I'll have to leave early today."
"Woohoo!!!"

An employee who was eavesdropping cheers at his response.

"What's with you! You're staying late to finish your work."
"Manager..."

Though the employee calls out desperately, Chi-Seok doesn't bat an eye.

"Everyone except that guy can leave at 5 PM today."
"Thank you!!!"

The quiet office becomes noisy at Chi-Seok's words.

"So what brings you here?"

He asks me after the employees stop cheering and return to work.

"I was told to come fill out pension paperwork."
"Ah... you got that too. Let me see."

Click-clack. Click-clack.

Chi-Seok types on his keyboard, entering my Hunter information.

"Do you know how hard I worked to get you that pension?"
"Of course I do."
"And you know this but disappeared without a word about leaving?"
"That's..."
"Found it."

Whirrrr.

The copier next to the computer makes a loud noise and spits out a sheet of A4 paper.

"Just sign here and write the date."

[Hunter Pension Document]

I grip the pen, write the date and sign, then hand it to Chi-Seok.

"Where are you drinking?"
"Pung-Yo Pub."
"That's a good place. Is everyone else coming?"
"Probably?"
"I should go and discipline them a bit."
"Don't be too hard on them."

After chatting privately with the department manager, when it's time to meet the others:

"I'll be waiting at Pung-Yo Pub."
"Alright. Let's drink heavily today."
"Won't you get kicked out of your house again?"
"I can just use your name. You know your wife falls for it every time I mention you?"
"Hahaha..."

I say goodbye to the manager and leave the Administrative Department.

"Unnie!!!"
"Please take a picture with me!"
"I love you!"
"Wow! She's so pretty."

As I walk down the stairs, I hear loud cheers.

'Is a famous Hunter here?'

Sometimes when world-renowned Hunters visit the building, both Hunters and civilians alike gather around.

I used to envy them.
But that was when I was young and immature. Now I think it's fortunate.

Because I wasn't famous, I was able to find this peace.

I reach the bottom of the stairs, arrive at the information desk, and return my badge.

"Thank you very much for visiting the Association today."
"Take care."

I greet the receptionist and open the door to leave.

"Ouch!!"
"Are you okay?"

When someone collides with the door I'm pushing and falls backward, I quickly approach the fallen person and extend my hand.

"...Huh?"

The moment I see their face, my mind freezes.

"That really hurt. You need to take responsibility."

Despite wearing sunglasses, Cha Ah-Ram's beauty shines through as she grimaces and tells me to take responsibility.

Ch.8 - To The Capital (2)
Even though I'm not particularly interested in women, I still recognize Cha Ah-Ram who just fell on her backside after being pushed by the door.

Everyone in the world evaluates Cha Ah-Ram like this:

An S-rank Hunter who isn't quite S-rank.
A woman possessing the strongest abilities.

This beautiful woman with powerful abilities hidden beneath her gorgeous exterior fell because of a door pushed by a C-rank Hunter?

As I withdraw my extended hand and try to argue with her demand to take responsibility—

Grab.

Cha Ah-Ram catches my retreating hand.

"Excuse me."
"Help me up."
"What?"
"No, wait. I think I broke my pelvis. Carry me."

An S-rank broke her pelvis from falling on her backside?
I recall a magazine interview where she remained unharmed even after taking an ogre's punch.

"I don't have money."
"I never asked for money. And I'm Cha Ah-Ram. I'm rich."

That's right.
The Vice Guild Master of the Cheonmun Guild wouldn't try to extort money from a C-rank nobody like me, would she?

Is she really hurt?

I carefully approach her.

"I'm truly sorry."
"If you're sorry, then carry me."

Click. Click. Click.

At her words, all the gathered crowd simultaneously pull out cameras and phones to take pictures of us.

"If you keep standing there, you'll get your picture taken a lot..."
"Ah..."

Trying to escape the situation quickly, I move to her side, slide my hands under her knees and back, and lift her into my arms.

Swoosh.

The moment she settles in my arms, a familiar scent tickles my nose.

"Where is your car?"

I tilt my head in confusion but quickly regain my senses at the continuous shutter sounds and hastily ask about her transportation.

"I don't have one."
"What?"
"I didn't bring a car."
"Hmm... then I'll hail a taxi and take you to the nearest hospital."

Since Cha Ah-Ram is considered a national treasure of South Korea, I should take her to the hospital just to be safe and avoid criticism later.

"Excuse me. Excuse me. Please make way."

As countless people crowd in front of the Hunter Association building, I ask them to step aside as I move forward.

"What's your relationship with Cha Ah-Ram?"
"Are you dating?"
"How long have you known each other?"

Reporters thrust microphones at me, eager for my response.

Boom.

Suddenly, their faces turn pale.

Crack.

All their camera lenses simultaneously shatter and fall to the ground.

"You're noisy."

Cha Ah-Ram, still in my arms, slightly lowers her sunglasses and warns them.

"Move aside while I'm still asking nicely."

After her quiet mutter, the noisy crowd instantly falls silent, and a path forms in the direction I was heading.

"Let's go now."

After warning them, Cha Ah-Ram speaks softly to me and tugs at my collar.

"Ah... yes."

The familiar tone and scent.
As something keeps trying to surface in my mind, I quickly leave the area at her command.

I step onto the street and wave my hand to hail a taxi.

"I'm feeling better now."
"What?"

She broke her pelvis just minutes ago and already feels better?
Well, she is S-rank, so I suppose it's possible. I try to set her down, but—

Grab.

Cha Ah-Ram wraps both arms around my neck.

"It's still hard to walk, so keep carrying me."

She breathes against my neck as she speaks.

Squish.

As Cha Ah-Ram's chest presses mercilessly against mine, I blush and mentally recite the national anthem.

"T-then, the hospital..."
"I don't think we need to go to the hospital."

Then where should we go?
Should I take her to the Cheonmun Guild?

"Then I'll take you to the Cheonmun Guild building..."
"I'm hungry."
"....."
"Falling made me really hungry."

She emphasizes again when I don't respond.

I'm not sure what she wants from me right now, but one thing is clear.
At the very least, she doesn't intend to extort settlement money from a C-rank nobody like me.
That much is obvious.

"What do you like to eat?"

I can't just send away someone who says they're hungry.

"I love bibimbap the most."

Her beautiful lips curve into a smile as she whispers to me.


* * *


Pung-Yo Pub.

This place is so popular for its value that low-ranked Hunters like me consider it our number one spot. The usually bustling and fully-booked Pung-Yo Pub is completely empty except for our table.

Poke. Poke.

Han-Seok, sitting on my right, awkwardly nudges my side with his elbow.

"Impressive."

I seem to have gotten myself into quite a situation.
Cha Ah-Ram, sitting on my left, neatly mixes her bibimbap and eats it diligently. Hearing Han-Seok's comment, she wipes her lips with a napkin.

"What are you all doing?"

She asks us, who are frozen in place.

"Hahaha... shall we toast first?"

At Cha Ah-Ram's words, Han-Seok forces a laugh and raises his 500cc glass.
My colleagues and our department manager, who arrived late and hasn't said anything, pick up their beers.

"To Young-Seok's future as a Neotube creator!!"

Clink!

We bump glasses and empty them in one go.

"Kuh... that's it."

With alcohol entering his system, Han-Seok's stiff expression finally relaxes a bit. He rings the bell to order more drinks and snacks.

"Young-Seok."
"What?"

As more alcohol enters his system, Han-Seok loosens up and asks me.

"What's the name of that Neotube channel you said you were running?"
"Why?"
"Just curious. With 11 years of dungeon experience, you must be pretty popular, right?"

Popular...

"I'm not popular."

I tell him the truth I was too embarrassed to mention on the phone.

"I've only streamed about 4 times, and only one person watched."
"One person? Seriously?"

At my words, Han-Seok makes an incredulous expression.

"Department Manager!!! Isn't something wrong here? He says only one person watches!"

He raises his voice at Department Manager Kim Chi-Seok, who had been quietly gulping down his drinks.

"That is strange. Even for a C-rank, someone like Young-Seok should be providing valuable content for beginner Hunters."

Agreeing with Han-Seok, he narrows his eyes at me.

"You're not... doing some kind of strip show, are you?"
"I don't strip."
"Then it doesn't make sense. Even with your rock-bottom looks... hic."

Suddenly hiccupping, Chi-Seok quickly lowers his head.

"Not rock-bottom... your looks actually have some appeal."
"I know I'm ugly."

To be precise, I wasn't actually ugly.
In fact, during my school days, some girls asked me out.
It's just that... 11 years of dungeons have weathered my face with hardship.

"No, you're not."

At that moment, Cha Ah-Ram, who had finished her bibimbap and was just listening to our conversation, opens her lips to contradict me.

"You're handsome. Cute too."
"...Oh! You have good taste!"

In the midst of the awkward silence, Han-Seok laughs and puts his arm around my neck.

"He may look like this, but he's so kind. Even in dungeons, he always puts his teammates before himself..."

As they start conversing, I feel awkward being in the middle and grab some snacks.

"Really? So you saved everyone?"
"Yes, this guy did something amazing. Though he's only C-rank, he's probably saved more people than S-rank Hunters!"

Poke. Poke.

As the drunk Han-Seok continues spilling stories, I urgently tap his thigh, gesturing him to be quiet, but—

"What?"

Instead, he looks at me with mischievous eyes.

"I never thought you, who treated women like stones, would suddenly bring Cha Ah-Ram here."
"It's not like that. I made a mistake, and somehow she ended up here."
"Excuse me... is it true that he treated women like stones?"

Cha Ah-Ram asks Han-Seok something while he's talking to me.

"Yes, that's right. This guy actually had admirers, but he rejected them all."
"That's because I saved them."
"Would all the women you saved ask you out?"
"....."

After jumping into the conversation and getting nowhere, my face burns as I hang my head low.

As our modest gathering approaches its end—

"So what's your Neotube channel name again?"

Remembering his initial question, Han-Seok asks again.

"Retired Hunter."
"Retired Hunter? Your naming sense is still shit. Let me give you one. How about 'Badass Hunter'? Change it to that, and you'll get ten thousand viewers in a day!"
"No thanks."

I don't want popularity badly enough to change my channel name.

"Huh? But why is your channel..."

Looking at his phone and searching for something, Han-Seok tilts his head and starts to ask me something before breaking into a cold sweat.

"Are you okay?"

Seeing sweat pouring from his head like a flood, I quickly ask.

"....."

But Han-Seok doesn't say anything, just stares at something with terror-filled eyes.

"What's wrong, Han-Seok? Snap out of it!"

Han-Seok slumps against me.
I quickly check under his nose and feel his breath.

"I'll be leaving first."

With Han-Seok on my back, I stand up and briefly greet my former colleagues and department manager.

"If you continue to feel unwell, please text this number, and I'll make it up to you anytime."

I hand Cha Ah-Ram a business card I used during my Hunter days and quickly head to a nearby hospital with Han-Seok.

Ch.9 - Streaming Day 3.5 (1)
"It's mild dehydration."

When the doctor tells me it's just mild dehydration, I finally relax and slump into the chair.

Come to think of it, this is strange.
He drank the most beer out of all of us, and they're saying it's dehydration?

"Is it really dehydration?"
"Yes, he'll wake up soon. When he does, please help him drink water slowly."

After telling me this, the doctor closes the curtain and leaves to attend to other patients.

After the doctor leaves.
About five minutes later?
Han-Seok's eyelids flutter while receiving IV fluids, and then he finally opens his eyes.

"Another hospital room."

Ending up in the emergency room is a Hunter's fate.

"I can't remember..."

Han-Seok says he can't remember when he sees my face.

"From what point?"
"I definitely was drinking and put my arm around you, then everything went black, and now I'm here?"
"They say you're dehydrated."
"Dehydration? Hehehe."

He lets out a dry laugh, finding it ridiculous that he's diagnosed with dehydration.

"Sigh... You might not be feeling well, so stop running dungeons for a while and get some rest."
"I should."

He nods.

"Want me to take you home?"

I ask as Han-Seok gets up.

"No need. Don't you see this ringing?"

Han-Seok takes out his phone from his pocket.

[Mother-In-Law's Daughter]

I can see dozens of missed calls.

"You've got it rough."
"You'll understand when you get married."
"Well then..."

I stand up and prepare to leave.

"What's your relationship with Cha Ah-Ram?"

Han-Seok suddenly asks as I'm about to leave.

"I just met her today."
"...Just met her."

Han-Seok, wearing a serious expression, takes my hand.

"Be careful."
"Of what?"
"All women are tigers."
"What does that mean?"
"Anyway, you might not realize it now, but you're about to be devoured, so be careful."
"Can you explain that more clearly?"

He turns his head to the side and says:

"It's something you'll understand when you get married, so you don't need to know now."
"What's that supposed to... Anyway, since you're awake, I'll head out now."

As I push the curtain aside to leave, I hear Han-Seok's voice behind me.

"Take care of yourself, eat regularly, call often, and if anything happens, call me right away. I may not look it, but I'm an A-rank Hunter."
"Pfft. An A-rank who got dehydrated while drinking beer... Thank you. I'm really going now. Take care of yourself too."

I step outside and close the curtain.

Left alone behind the curtain, Han-Seok's faint smile disappears as he recalls the look in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes when she was watching Young-Seok at the Pung-Yo Pub.

"She does seem to like him..."

Even to him, an expert in romance, it was clearly the look of someone in love.
But... he couldn't support their relationship.

"They're on different levels..."

One is a retired C-rank Hunter.
The other is an S-rank Hunter at the top of the world.

"I hope nothing happens..."

Han-Seok, who had heard many rumors about Cha Ah-Ram, resolves to help Young-Seok unconditionally if anything were to happen.


* * *


I return to my home, which is more luxurious than the country houses in Seoul's bustling districts.

Maybe I should get a pet?

I sit on the sofa in the spacious living room and think about it.

A dog or cat.
Or maybe chickens, pigs, cows, etc. I have enough resources now to raise any of them.

"Yaaawn....."

When I was running dungeons, I could go 48 hours without sleep, but now I'm already feeling my eyelids being pulled down after not sleeping for about 20 hours.

"I'll take a nap..."

I lie down on the sofa, close my eyes, and decide to make a decision about getting a pet later as I drift off to sleep.


* * *


Beep.

The door, which can be opened with a different fingerprint pattern than before, opens, and Cha Ah-Ram enters the hallway wearing a pure white dress.

Walking lightly into the living room, Cha Ah-Ram discovers Young-Seok sleeping on the sofa.

"Mister. Ah-Ram is here."

She sits in front of the sofa, pokes his cheek with her finger, and calls to him in a sweet voice.

"I was so happy to actually talk with you today."

She stares intently at his face with loving eyes while chattering away.

"And when you hugged me... Actually, I got a little wet."

She puts her hand under her white dress and pulls up the hem.

"Look. I'm still this wet."

She shows the fluid on her index finger in front of Young-Seok's face, proudly.

"Praise me today. Actually... I wanted to kill all your friends, but I held back. I did well, right? You said you like good girls, so I decided to hold back."

She gets up and sits on the spacious sofa, curling up against his sleeping body and lying down beside him.

"Ahh..."

Cha Ah-Ram inhales his scent with a dreamy expression.

"I love you. I love you. I love you more than anything in this world."

Squirming up until her face is level with Young-Seok's, Cha Ah-Ram repeatedly confesses her love.

"Someday you'll answer me, won't you?"

Although she can't hear his answer now, she earnestly hopes for the day when Young-Seok, having fallen in love with her, will confess first. Tonight, too, she falls asleep in his arms.


* * *


Mmm.

Young-Seok tosses and turns before opening his eyes.

"Hoo, hoo..."

Breathing heavily, I get up and go to the living room to pour myself a glass of water.

"Phew."

I had a strange dream.
A dream where some crazy woman said she would give me everything, locked me up somewhere, and raped me.

Unconsciously, I reach down to my groin to check if it's wet, but I didn't have a wet dream.

"Just a nightmare..."

My legs are still trembling from the vivid dream.

"Forget it."

After drinking another glass of water, I sit cross-legged in the spacious living room and begin to meditate.

"Huk..."

This isn't working.
I tried to meditate to find peace as usual, but the dream comes back even more vividly.

"Am I that pent up?"

I laugh dryly as I look at my increasingly bulging groin, then shake my head.

"I should just train."

I don't have the luxury to waste energy on this.


* * *


After eating breakfast and finishing my training, I ride my old motorcycle to town.

"Welcome."

I enter the mart and start selecting groceries for myself.

Thud.

While trying to take something from a high shelf, someone bumps into my shoulder and falls backward.
But since this scene seems familiar, I check the face first.

"...How did you get here?"

It's definitely Cha Ah-Ram, whom I parted with yesterday, sitting on the floor with her arms spread toward me.

"My pelvis is broken aga—"
"That won't work anymore."
"Tch."

Dumbfounded by her behavior:

"How did you find me here?"
"Our company headquarters relocated here today, didn't you know?"

Ah... explaining exactly what I saw on the news doesn't make this any more believable.

"I know the headquarters moved here. But don't you think the probability of running into me here is extremely low?"
"It's low, but not impossible, right?"
"....."

She speaks shamelessly, but somehow I can't dislike her.

"Hug me."
"...Here?"
"Why? Is there a problem with hugging me here?"

She looks at me with genuinely confused eyes, asking for an explanation.

"Well..."

As people's gazes increasingly turn toward us, my face flushes.

"In a public place..."
"I'll buy this store, so will you carry me?"
"I'll just carry you."

Finally resigned, I go to her side as she spreads her arms and pick her up like yesterday.

"You can put your hands higher."

As I try my hardest to avoid touching her buttocks by keeping my hands low, she makes a mischievous comment.

"I'm fine."
"But I'm not."

Swoosh.

She grabs my hand and slides it upward.

"How's that?"
"What are you doing right now?"
"This makes it more comfortable for you to carry me, doesn't it?"
"Put me down."

This is too much.
I immediately force her back down to the floor, step back, and with a sharp gaze:

"I don't know what you take me for, but I'm not your pet or some pervert who likes buttocks."
"....."

As I raise my voice slightly, her eyes turn red.

"I-I'm sorry."
"No... you don't need to cry."
"Sob... I'm sorry."

Surprised by her sudden tears, I look around awkwardly.

"Please get up. If someone takes a picture, the whole world will know."
"I'm sorry..."

But she doesn't seem to hear me and keeps apologizing.

"Sigh....."

I've seen this behavior many times in dungeons.

I take off my outer jacket and wrap it around her head.

I leave the mart, find a quiet place, sit her down on a bench, and pat her back until she calms down.

"...Hug me."

Is "hug me" all she knows how to say?
But since she might panic again, I end up hugging her with my jacket still covering her.

After hugging her for a while, her shaking shoulders finally stop moving.

Rustle.

She removes the jacket covering her face.

"Thank you."

Though I'm a civilian now, just a month ago I was a Hunter in the capital.
Of course, I couldn't help but hear the rumors about her that were rampant in the industry.

Behind her well-known title, there were these descriptions:

Psychopath.

Rumors that she only knows how to use people as tools and kills without mercy those she doesn't like.
I can't judge someone based on rumors alone, but such rumors had been circulating for years.

'Where there's smoke, there's fire.'

"What? Is there something on my face?"

As I keep staring at her, she touches her face and asks.

"You said this meeting was a low probability, right?"
"Yes."
"From now on, I'll avoid you, so let's not meet again."

I grab my jacket that she took off and turn around, heading toward where I parked my motorcycle.

"I gave you my business card! I told you to contact me anytime!"

Stop.

I halt my steps.

"Honestly, you were faking it, weren't you? With an S-rank physique that would be fine even if a building collapsed on you, you claimed your pelvis was broken... I was an idiot for believing it, even for a moment."
"B-but we made a promise!"
"Promise... Fine. Tell me."

I turn around and ask her:

"What do you want?"

I ask her as she has somehow followed me.

"I..."

Ch.10 - Streaming Day 3.5 (2)
*Nom nom nom.*

"Eek!!"

Cha Ah-Ram, sitting next to me, grabs my arm tightly and trembles.

"Are you okay?"
"I'm, I'm... fine. Hiiieek!! Mom...!"

*Squish.*

As she pulls my arm into her embrace, terrified, I feel a strange sensation.

What am I doing right now?

*"I want to watch a movie."
"A movie?"
"Yes, going to a theater to watch a movie is my wish. So you'll do it, right? Mr. Per-pe-tra-tor?"*

Where am I?
Who am I?

With confused eyes, I watch Cha Ah-Ram, who pulls that enormous chest into her embrace whenever zombies appear, and suddenly find her cute...?

*Get a grip.*

I bite my lip slightly to regain my senses.

What's beside me is a rock...

"Huuuh!! Hiiing...."
"......"

The sweet scent of roses stings my nostrils sharply as my mind grows increasingly hazy.

*Crunch crunch.*

Clinging to my thread-like reason, I pour the popcorn from my lap into my mouth and chew.

*I can manage...*

"Huaaang!!!"

When the zombie in the movie bites the neck of a child among the protagonist's group, she bursts into tears and buries her face in my chest.

My hands, covered in popcorn dust, wander aimlessly before eventually stroking her silky hair, wiping away the dust.


* * *


The ending credits roll as the movie ends.

"Hah."

Having suppressed my instincts and letting reason prevail, I lean back against the plush chair, exhausted.

*Sniff sniff.*

Cha Ah-Ram continues to shed tears beside me.

It's strange to see her—the same Cha Ah-Ram who cleared all dungeons that no one else could enter—crying over a zombie movie.

"Are you okay?"
"...sniff... I'm, I'm fine."

I take out a handkerchief from my pocket and offer it to her as she keeps sniffling.

"Use this..."

*Grab.*

She quickly takes my handkerchief as if she'd been waiting for it.

*Puhuhuhuh.*

As she covers her nose and mouth and blows forcefully, I find her just a little... just a tiny bit cute.

"Now that we've seen the movie..."
"I want to eat a parfait."
"What? Earlier you said just a movie..."
"Yes, a movie."

The handkerchief she used disappears into her pocket.

"When I say 'watching a movie,' it means going to a café, watching a movie, having a meal, and even drinking. That's what counts as one movie."
"What?"

What kind of nonsense is this?

"Is this your first time watching a movie?"
"Ah, yes... well... I never had a reason to go to a theater."
"That's why you don't know. We need to go to a café for parfait, then to a restaurant to cut meat, and then have drinks. It's all bundled in one package."
"Sigh."
"...Do you dislike it? The promise you made with me..."
"I'll keep my promise. Let's go. Let's go eat parfait."

I need to give her everything she wants so she won't bring it up later.
Strike while the iron is hot, as they say.

"Let's go. For parfait."


* * *


I'm speechless at the sight of a parfait bigger than my face.

*Scoop.*

I watch with monstrous eyes as Cha Ah-Ram takes a big spoonful, puts it in her mouth, and smiles happily.

"What?"
"Can you eat all of that?"
"If we eat it together, we can finish it."
"Didn't you say we're eating a meal after this? Then what about the meal..."
"There's a separate stomach for meals."

She taps her incredibly slim waist and smiles brightly.

Sigh.
Whatever.
As I reach for a spoon—

"Ah~"
"....."

A spoonful of parfait.
She extends her arm to my mouth, trying to feed me, and I stare blankly.

"My arm hurts."
"Does someone who swings a sword all day really have sore arms?"

When my inner thoughts burst out without thinking—
She blushes and says:

"The abilities we use in dungeons are restricted when we come out."

That's news to me?
Did she have such restrictions?
As I try to think about it—

*Poke poke.*

The parfait on the spoon keeps touching my lips, leaving bits behind.

"Say ah~"
"I also have hands..."
"Ah~"
"....."
"Ah~!! Huuuk..."

*Chomp.*

When she looks like she's about to cry, I quickly take the entire spoon into my mouth and pull it out.

The cold parfait cools my entire mouth the moment it enters.

"Hehe. Is it delicious?"
"It's okay..."

It's not my taste, but who would dislike something sweet?

"Ah~"
"....."

This time she opens her mouth, suggesting I do something.

No matter how I think about it, aren't these actions something couples do?
Even though I'm clueless about dating, I know as common sense that couples on dates do this sort of thing.

"Ah~"

She demands again.

*How did it come to this...*

It's too late for regrets.
She made a request, and I accepted.

I take out an unused spoon, scoop just enough parfait to fit in her mouth, and feed her.

"Mmm~♥"

With cheeks puffed like a squirrel, she chews happily with a blissful smile.

She really is pretty.

The strongest.
The most beautiful.
The most unruly personality.

Looking at her, who possesses these three divine attributes, makes my heart swell.

*Pinch.*

I make my left hand into a pincer and pinch my thigh.

Following her lead as she eats the parfait with a beaming smile, I eat mechanically, barely tasting anything, and before I know it, we've finished the enormous parfait.

"That was delicious."

Cha Ah-Ram pats her stomach contentedly, purring like a cat.

"Was the parfait good?"
"It was okay?"

Honestly, I couldn't taste anything beyond the sweetness.

"Now let's go eat."

Cha Ah-Ram jumps up from her seat and extends her hand to me.

Just like when we first met in front of the Hunter Association building, but now reversed with her offering her hand first.

*Grab.*

Sighing slightly, I take her soft, warm hand.

From the moment I stand up, she doesn't let go of my hand as she walks ahead, and a strange feeling keeps tickling my heart.

"What do you want to eat?"

She asks me as we enter a street lined with restaurants.

"I'll eat anything."
"Then... here!"

The restaurant she points to is none other than a home-style Korean restaurant.

"Welcome. How many?"
"Two, please."
"What would you like to order?"
"Two doenjang jjigae, please."

She naturally places the entire order and sits across from me.

"Parfait and then doenjang jjigae?"

When I unconsciously voice my thoughts—

"If it's delicious, that's all that matters, right?"
"...That's true."

As I nod in agreement with her words, my face suddenly burns.

"Here's your doenjang jjigae~"

The ajumma places two bowls of doenjang jjigae in front of me and Cha Ah-Ram, then sets up rice and side dishes.

"I feel like I've seen you somewhere..."

The ajumma tilts her head, looking at Cha Ah-Ram's face, then—

"Ah! That celebrity Hunter agassi?"

What's a celebrity Hunter agassi...?
But Cha Ah-Ram responds to the ajumma's words with a gentle smile.

"Yes, that's right."
"Then is this your boyfriend?"

She raises her pinky finger and smiles mischievously.

"Does it look that way? How about it? Do we look good together?"

She asks the ajumma in an excited voice.

"I don't mean to be rude to the ajumma..."
"You two look so~ good together. Someone with a pretty face like yours matches better with a sturdy man like him than with a handsome one."
"Thank you."

She bows to the ajumma with an uncontrollable smile.

"Enjoy your meal~"

After the ajumma disappears with her large tray—

"Is this also included in the package?"
"Of course~"

She smiles innocently, shakes the soju bottle in front of her, and twists the cap, making a gesture of pouring for me, so I reluctantly hold up my glass.

*Glug glug glug.*

Is she trying to kill me with alcohol?
Normally, you're supposed to fill only 2/3 of the glass, but the soju overflows from my glass.

*She's from a rich family, so...*

Thinking she might not know, I pour soju for her this time.

"Let's cheers~"
"Sure, sure."

At her words, I pick up my full glass and clink it with hers.

"Khuh..."

An exclamation escapes me as the soju goes down my throat.

That's the taste.

*Munch munch.*

Unlike when eating the parfait, I actively start eating the side dishes, doenjang jjigae, and drinking soju. Watching me with satisfaction, Cha Ah-Ram keeps refilling my empty glass.


* * *


"Urgh....."

My head throbs so much that I open my eyes and flail my hands.

*Squish.*

Something soft gets pressed under my hand.

*What is this?*

Slowly turning my head—

"Did you sleep well?"
"Oh my god!!!"

I instinctively pull the blanket toward me and try to move away, but—

*Thud.*

I hit the wall immediately.

"This is my room, right?"

No matter how I look around, this is definitely my room.

"How did you get here..."

Cha Ah-Ram blushes at my words.

"Yesterday... was amazing."
"What...? What was amazing?!"
"It was so incredible."

As she keeps repeating vague phrases like "amazing" and "incredible," I unconsciously scan her clothing.

"Phew..."

Seeing that she's fully clothed brings immediate relief to my tense mind.

"So why are you here?"
"Don't you remember?"

Unfortunately, I don't remember anything.
I challenged her after my pride was hurt by her showing off her drinking capacity...

*I don't remember anything after the fourth bottle.*

What on earth happened that would put a man and woman in this tiny single bed?

"It was really hot."

So what exactly was amazing, incredible, and hot?
As she approaches me—
I clutch the blanket and shrink back as she comes right up to my face, and then...
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My heart pounded. Thump. Thump.

She placed her hand on my head, grabbed something, and tossed it to the floor.

"......"
"Were you perhaps... excited?"
"N-no, not at all."

Despite my words, my heart raced as the scent of rich roses spread through the air.

"So... what was so amazing then?"
"Oh, that?"

She blushed.

"It's a secret."
"A secret?"
"Koreans hate it most when someone interrupts them! Tell me quickly."

I feel like I'm about to go crazy.
What?
A secret?
Is she trying to kill me?

"I don't want to."
"Tell me."
"I don't want to~"
"Tell me now!"

Thud.

Before I knew it, I stood up and grabbed her shoulders, but she naturally fell back onto the bed, pulling me down on top of her.

"......"
"Do you like this sort of thing?"

Her innocent eyes looked up at me as her breath tickled my face.

"I-I'm sorry."

I immediately tried to get up, but her arms wrapped around my neck.

"Should I teach you what's so amazing?"

She whispered to me with a smile in her eyes.

This is... a demon.

I shook my head frantically.

"N-no. You don't need to teach me."

I quickly pushed her arms away and left her alone on the bed, rushing out of the room.
Cha Ah-Ram watched Young-Seok's retreating back with a disappointed expression.

"Tsk... he was almost there."

She stuck out her tongue and moistened her lips.

"Time is on my side anyway..."

She hugged the pillow Young-Seok had been using to her chest.

"I'll conquer you."

She smiled happily.


* * *


I left the house completely, clutching my racing heart while staring blankly at the front door I had just exited.

"What was that...?"

Let's say I blacked out.
But then shouldn't she have just taken me home and gone back to where she was staying?
If the guild headquarters moved here, why is she staying at my house?
Does an S-rank Hunter have nothing better to do?

Countless thoughts raced through my mind, but they all vanished when the beautiful Cha Ah-Ram appeared at the front door.

"Mmm~ The air here really is better than in Seoul."

As she stretched her arms upward, her prominent chest pushed against her t-shirt.

"Ah!"

She lowered her arms as if suddenly remembering something.

"Good morning."
"...Good morning."

After our belated morning greeting, silence fell again.
As I wracked my brain for something to say in the awkward atmosphere...

"Aren't you going to make breakfast?"
"...Pardon?"
"After drinking, you need hangover food."
"That's true..."

I could actually use some spicy soup right now.
But if I stay with her any longer, who knows what might happen.

"Don't you have work? You're the Vice Guild Master of the Cheonmun Guild."
"Work?"

She tilted her head, then clapped her hands.

"I'm on vacation today."
"Vacation?"
"Yes, I took a week off when we relocated the headquarters."

She smiled innocently.

Sigh... Young-Seok, this is truly the last time.

"So after I serve you breakfast, you'll leave, right?"
"You'll make it? I'm looking forward to it!"
"You'll leave, right?"

As she skillfully avoided my question, I asked again for confirmation.

"Do you want me to leave?"
"Yes."
"Even though we shared a bed... that's so cold."
"Men and women should keep their distance. How could you think of sleeping in a man's bed! Do you usually..."
"You're the first man I've ever slept in a bed with."
"....."

When she said I was her first, I couldn't continue and just stared at her helplessly.

"You'll leave, right?"

I asked once more.

"Since you want me to go so badly... I'll leave."

Finally getting confirmation, I sighed in relief and walked past her into the house.

Standing in the kitchen attached to the living room, I took out two packets of ramen and started boiling water in a pot.

"These are all the latest models, aren't they?"

Cha Ah-Ram followed me in and asked about the kitchen appliances.

"Your guild gave them to me for free. Thank you for that."

Come to think of it, it was Cha Ah-Ram's guild that renovated this house and provided the appliances.
After adding the seasoning packets:

"Would you follow me for a moment?"

I led Cha Ah-Ram to see the problematic rooms.

"Could you please take all of this back?"

I showed her the expensive suits and luxury items, asking her to take them away.

"Why?"
"I believe in living within my means. These expensive items are too burdensome for me."
"Within your means..."

She pondered this, then turned to me.

"I don't know what 'means' means."

Of course she wouldn't.
A life without lack.
And Cha Ah-Ram was at the center of such a life.

"But I think you're more than qualified to wear these things."
"......"

I was overwhelmed by her serious expression, which I was seeing for the first time.

"Besides, just sleeping in the same bed with me already exceeds your 'means,' doesn't it?"

My heart started racing again as she stuck out her tongue and smiled.

"Oh? Are you feeling unwell? Your face suddenly turned red..."
"Oh right... what am I thinking."

I quickly escaped to the kitchen.

*Why does she keep acting like this toward someone like me who has nothing?*

I tried to calm my troubled heart while glancing at Cha Ah-Ram, who was staring intently into the open room.

C-rank Hunters can barely speak to A-rank Hunters, let alone S-rank ones.
Han-Seok was unusual—typically, A-rank Hunters would look at you like you were a bug when you spoke to them, or in the worst cases, people even died.

Yet the government couldn't impose any restrictions on them.

Because without them, the country would collapse.
A few powerful Hunters were more crucial than many weak ones.

And Cha Ah-Ram stood at the pinnacle of such people.

*Is this similar to Han-Seok's case?*

I considered it briefly, but that wasn't it.
Cha Ah-Ram's notorious reputation was already well-known in the Hunter industry.

Bubble, bubble.

As the seasoned water began to boil, I added the noodles.

Still, thinking that she would leave after eating this made my troubled mind settle down.
Once she left the house, I wouldn't have to face Cha Ah-Ram again.

"It's ready."

When the noodles were cooked, I placed dishes on the table and put the ramen pot in the center.

"Thank you for the meal."

Slurp.

Unaware of my thoughts, she cheerfully picked up her chopsticks, transferred some noodles to an empty bowl, and blew on them before eating.

"It's delicious. You should eat quickly too, before it gets cold."

At her words, I also picked up my chopsticks and began eating.

When the meal was finally over:

"Thank you for letting me stay the night and for breakfast."

Standing at the front door, she bowed politely to me.

"It's nothing to thank me for."
"Oh, right..."

She took something out of a small pocket on her white dress and placed it in my hand.

[Cha Ah-Ram, Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun Guild]
[010-5858-8282]

"It's my business card. Please call me anytime you need help."
"I will."

I wouldn't actually call, but I accepted it since she gave it to me thoughtfully.

"Well, I'll be going now."
"Take care."

I closed the front door while watching her walk away, finally releasing the tension I'd been holding.

*My head hurts.*

Though I'd only been awake for an hour, it felt like an entire day had already passed.


* * *


Peace returned once more.
After enjoying it for a while lying on the sofa, I realized I needed to start my broadcast soon.

When I entered the bedroom to begin streaming, I saw the messy bed.
As I was arranging the pillows and blankets:

Flutter.

A silver thread fell to the floor again.
But not noticing it, I neatly arranged the bed and sat in the chair, turning on the computer.

[First Time Trying an Online Game!]

I started the broadcast with the content I'd been contemplating for days.

-Eunha~

Viewer Sachung immediately entered.

"Saha~"
-Did you have a good time at the Hunter Association?
"Yes, I had fun drinking with colleagues."
-I heard Cha Ah-Ram visited the Hunter Association yesterday. Did you see her? They say she's really beautiful...
"Cha Ah-Ram?"

I hesitated for a moment, then shook my head.

"Unfortunately, I didn't meet her."
-...Really?

I skillfully split the screen and launched the game I had chosen.

-What game is this?
"Oh, this? It's a game called StarCraft. It used to be called the national game."

Ding!

I clicked on the satellite icon and entered online mode.

[1:1 Beginners Only.]

"I'll join this one."

Thinking the opponent would also be a beginner, I entered.

"Are you really a beginner? You have no record?"
"I just started today."

I replied to the host's chat message.

Ding!

The opponent's record appeared in the chat window.

[Win rate: 87%]

Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. Woong.

Before I could even choose a race, numbers started appearing in the chat window, and then the screen changed as the game began.


* * *


"How cute."

At the top floor of the Cheonmun Guild headquarters relocated to Goseong.
Three monitors and an oversized phone not available to the public all displayed Kim Young-Seok's face.

"Ah... I lost."

Slurp.

Watching Young-Seok's expression darken after losing the game, Cha Ah-Ram licked her lips.

"Ahjussi is mine. I won't give him to anyone."

She whispered, touching the monitor where Young-Seok's face was displayed.
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"Ah..."

After playing seven consecutive matches with an average of seven minutes per match during the one-hour broadcast, my mind feels drained.

"Do I have no talent for gaming...?"
-Hey, who's good at something from the start?

A supportive chat message from Sa-cheong appears.

No matter how much I tell myself it's my first time, I can't help but resent my fingers for not winning a single match.

*If only I had a physical-type ability, would things have been different?*

But it's too late for regrets now. Having chosen StarCraft as my content, I need to stick with it for at least a few days.

"Looks like our streaming time is coming to an end."
-Already? (shocked emoticon)

Three minutes remaining until the end of the stream.

-Please stream a little longer.

I smile at Sa-cheong's chat message asking for more time.

"We made a promise, didn't we? I'll give you an extra 30 minutes on the weekend."
-Tsk... you're so mean, Ahjussi.

The familiar phrase makes someone's voice overlap in my mind.

*Shake it off.*

I shake my head as Cha Ah-Ram keeps popping into my thoughts.

"Well then, goodbye~"
-Bye~

I click the end button.

"Ughhhh~"

I stretch my body that's been sitting in a chair for an hour, then grab my phone and stand up.

[What are you doing?]

I send a text to Han-Seok and head to the vegetable garden in the backyard.

"Grow well and strong."

I connect the hose and start sprinkling water along the furrows when—

Ring ring.

At the sound of a text message, I put down the hose and pull my phone from my pocket.

[Just lying around.]

I can picture Han-Seok lounging at home.

[Are you feeling okay?]
[I'm fine. Did you arrive safely?]
[Got here without any problems.]

After exchanging greetings, I'm about to put my phone away when—

Ding!

【Emergency Alert】
[A dungeon has appeared near Goseong, Gyeongsangnam-do. A map is attached. We request all reserve Hunters to gather promptly.]

"....."

I completely turn off the trickling hose and rush back into the house.

Equipment... where's my equipment... ah.

As I search for my gear, I belatedly remember that I donated it to the Hunter Association.

What should I do?
Entering a dungeon without equipment is extremely dangerous. Not only are there monsters, but the dungeon walls themselves are toxic—contact can cause swelling, and in serious cases, even fatal shock.

But I can't just sit still when a dungeon has appeared right in front of me.

*I think you can wear this.*

A black suit visible through the open door.

*I think I've paid my dues by sleeping with you.*

As if entranced, I approach the black suit and check its label again.

*With this...*

A suit made of materials even more expensive than my old equipment.

It even contains mithril, which neutralizes the toxicity of dungeon walls.


* * *


Weeeooooo.

I see police cars and fire trucks blocking off the streets.

"This is a restricted area. Please go around..."

When I show my Hunter ID that I kept from my active days:

"Come this way, please."

They let me into the cordoned area.

"If you go straight up that way, you'll find the dungeon entrance."
"Thank you."
"...Please return safely."

The police officer's brief words touch my heart.

I give a short bow and run toward where the dungeon entrance is supposed to be.

A few Hunters are waiting at the entrance.

*No choice, I guess...*

Normally, ten people are needed to scout a dungeon, and at least thirty are needed to clear it. But unlike Seoul with its numerous Hunters, this is a rural area. The insufficient numbers are disheartening.

"Oh? We meet again."

Until I see her greeting me...

"What brings you here?"
"This became my jurisdiction, so shouldn't I lead by example?"

Cha Ah-Ram smiles brightly. Her eyes scan the suit I'm wearing.

"It suits you well."
"....."

I'm embarrassed.
She told me to take it earlier with some comment about having paid her dues, but now...

"But why are you here, Young-Seok?"

Though she probably already knows, I'm too embarrassed to look at her face and avert my gaze.

"I received the dungeon summons."
"Then we can enter the dungeon together? Come here."

Cha Ah-Ram grabs my hand and heads toward the dungeon entrance.

Streets blocked by police cars and fire trucks.

"I'm a Hunter!"
"You can go back."
"This is crazy... There's a dungeon here, and you're turning away Hunters? How will you handle it if a monster wave breaks out?"

Dungeon summons.
It's a government operation, and it's definitely not free. In fact, Hunters rush to participate because the rewards are even better than clearing dungeons independently.

The male Hunter who just arrived argues about the situation, mentioning their inability to handle it, but—

"The Cheonmun Guild Hunters are already here. So you can go back."
"Ah..."

At the mention of the Cheonmun Guild, the Hunter who was berating the police officer hangs his head.

"They're supposed to stay in the capital, why come to this rural backwater..."

Hunters in rural areas earn their income by entering naturally occurring dungeons, so they resent the Cheonmun Guild for moving here.

"Let's go."

The Hunter's companions grab his shoulder.

"So annoying."

He kicks a stone on the ground in frustration.

"We can go to another area. By the way..."

He looks toward the dungeon entrance.

"That's unexpected."

Activating one of his abilities, Clairvoyance, he observes the figures entering the dungeon entrance.

"That bitch Cha Ah-Ram responded to a dungeon summons?"

He mutters quietly before disappearing with his companions.


* * *


"Kyaaak!!!"
"....."

When a bat monster suddenly appears, Cha Ah-Ram screams and throws herself into my arms.

"You can stop acting now."
"I'm really scared!"

Of a bat?
I stare intently at S-rank Cha Ah-Ram, who claims to be afraid of the weakest monster classification, the bat.

"I have a trauma with bats."

Noticing my gaze, Cha Ah-Ram quickly makes an excuse.

"Is that true?"
"Yes."
"Then you should go back..."
"I don't want to."

What am I supposed to do?
She has a bat trauma but doesn't want to go back...

"Sigh... Don't—"

Poof.

At that moment, something falls above my head and turns to dust.

"I'm really fine."
"Ah... yes."

Cha Ah-Ram, who possesses the compression ability considered the strongest, bursts something above my head and says she's really fine. Intimidated by her presence, I nod slightly.

"Even with Cha Ah-Ram here, it's a bit unpleasant to see someone getting a free ride like that. Please wait a moment."

I'm about to say something to the group of Hunters who have been following us when—

Cha Ah-Ram, who's been holding my wrist, pulls me and says:

"Just ignore them."
"But..."

One of the Hunters is even openly filming us with a camera.

"It's a waste to pay attention to people like that. Let's just focus on what we need to do, okay?"

She smiles at me and leads the way, pulling me along.

Poof. Poof. Poof. Poof.

The number of monsters appearing increases, but it doesn't seem to matter to Cha Ah-Ram as she compresses each one into dust. Watching this from the side, I feel increasingly insignificant and my confidence drops.

When I was with my party, I never felt this way...

I have the ability to reduce weight by half. My ability works on all objects except living beings, which allowed me to work as a porter for 11 years, but... it's painful to realize that my ability is useless to her now.

Unaware of my thoughts, she continues to turn monsters to dust while clinging to me.

"I'm scared."

To my eyes, Cha Ah-Ram is scarier than any monster.

Cha Ah-Ram destroys everything in sight. Eventually, when the boss monster, a Giant Bat, appears—

Poof.

It meets the expected ending.

"It's over."

Cha Ah-Ram, who cleared the dungeon alone at high speed without getting a speck of dust on her, smiles at me.

"Good work."
"You too."
"...I didn't do anything."
"What do you mean? You were by my side."
"Being by your side... how is that helpful?"

At my self-deprecating words, she cups my cheeks with both hands.

"Because you were by my side, I could be brave."
"....."
"Thank you for giving me courage."

My self-esteem, which had hit rock bottom, recovers a little at her sincere words.


* * *


As we exit the dungeon entrance, she walks beside me and says:

"I'm hungry."

Cha Ah-Ram, who always says she's hungry when she sees me.

"I'm. Hun. Gry."

She stares directly into my eyes as she asks.

"Then you should go to your company building..."
"The chef hasn't arrived yet, so the food isn't great. It's more delicious to eat at a restaurant."
"Then you should go to a restaurant."
"Okay~"

Squish.

Suddenly, Cha Ah-Ram pulls my arm and links it with hers.

"W-what are you doing?"
"What do you mean? We need to go eat."
"But why my arm..."
"We've already slept in the same bed, so don't be shy about something like this. Come on, let's go."
"Where are we going?"
"To a restaurant, of course."
"....."

I feel like I'm being dragged into something?
I definitely didn't agree to eat together.

"I..."
"Oh, duck meat would be delicious too. Do you like duck meat?"

Just as I'm about to resist being led, she's already searching for something on her phone with her other hand and asks if I like duck meat.

"I do like it, but... I don't want to eat together..."
"Then let's go!!"

Ignoring my words, she forcibly leads me forward.
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After finishing a pleasant dinner, Cha Ah-Ram arrives at the company building.

"Welcome, Agassi."

The sweet, smiling demeanor she showed while affectionately feeding Young-Seok duck meat is gone as she throws her coat at the face of the secretary who came to greet her.

"Did you call for me?"

After briefly stating her business, the secretary nonchalantly drapes the coat thrown at his face over his arm.

"Yes, I've brought the most popular actors in Korea."

At the secretary's words, she haughtily enters the building and takes her private elevator—which only she can use—to her office on the top floor.

Tremble, tremble.

Inside her office, completely naked men and women shiver as they watch Cha Ah-Ram enter.

"Tsk."

Seemingly displeased with their appearance, Cha Ah-Ram clicks her tongue and sits down.

The secretary, who arrived late after taking the stairs, is dripping with sweat but stands beside Cha Ah-Ram while suppressing his heavy breathing.

"Are these really the most arousing adult film actors?" she asks with an icy expression.

"Yes, they're the most popular performers in adult videos circulating online right now."
"Is that so? You know what happens if they fail, right?"

Despite Cha Ah-Ram's threat, the secretary keeps his head bowed and doesn't respond.

"Then make them perform."

Following her order, the secretary approaches them.

"Do exactly as I instructed earlier."
"H-here...?" the woman stammers.

One of Cha Ah-Ram's eyebrows rises as she starts to reach out her hand, but then—

*I like women with kind hearts.*

The image of Young-Seok stating his ideal type flashes through her mind.

"Hah..."

At her sigh, the secretary's face grows increasingly pale. He signals to the performers, and the woman, finally understanding the situation, moves between the naked man's legs.

"F-first you hold it like this..."

The woman explains to Cha Ah-Ram while holding the man's penis.

"If there's foreskin, use your tongue..."

The penis isn't erect yet. Noticing he's uncircumcised with the foreskin covering the glans, she brings her face closer and extends her tongue to gently peel back the foreskin.

Twitch.

Despite the extreme situation, the man's penis begins to grow.

Slurp.

After licking around the base of the glans with her tongue, the woman pulls her face away.

"This technique will make a man erect regardless of the situation."

Throb, throb.

True to her words, his penis grows larger and pulses up and down.

"...Even while sleeping?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been watching with disinterested eyes and crossed arms, speaks for the first time.

"While sleeping? I haven't tried that myself, but it should be possible. Since the penis has nerves, even in a sleep state, if stimulated enough..."
"Really?"

Cutting off the woman's drawn-out explanation, she gestures for them to continue.

Slurp.

Looking at the fully erect penis, the woman checks Cha Ah-Ram's reaction before grabbing the testicles with her left hand.

"The hand holding the testicles should be cold for maximum stimulation. After holding them like this—"

Slurp!

She opens her mouth, takes in the penis, and closes her lips around it, her cheeks bulging.

"Once it's in your mouth, use your tongue to clean the inside while slowly moving downward," the man explains, as the woman's mouth is occupied.

"Like th-that...!"

The man suddenly jerks his hips, causing the penis, which was halfway in, to go deep into the woman's throat, bringing tears to her eyes.

"Kack, kack..."

The woman quickly pulls out the penis as she chokes and tears stream down her face.

"What are they doing?" Cha Ah-Ram asks with a fierce expression, making a throat-slitting gesture to her secretary.

"Follow me."

The secretary grabs them by their hair and leads them out of the office.

"P-please spare us!"
"We'll do it properly this time, I promise..."

They beg Cha Ah-Ram, who has already turned her head away in her chair.

Boom.

The office door closes, leaving Cha Ah-Ram alone.

"Ahjussi~♥"

Her face flushes as she plays back the camera footage from their dungeon run.

"Kyaaak!"

When she sees his expression as she clings to him in the video, she rewinds and plays it again slowly.

"Hehee... Ahjussi is a man after all."

She repeatedly replays the moment when she hugs him and he blushes, turning his head away.

Click.

While watching the dungeon date footage, Cha Ah-Ram glances at the left monitor among the three screens, where Young-Seok is seen entering his room and lying on the bed.

"Ahjussi... wait for me."

She touches the screen where Young-Seok is, murmuring to herself.

"Park Secretary!"

She calls for the secretary who had taken away the adult film actors earlier.

"You called for me."

Park Secretary rushes into the office and bows at the waist.

"How many Elixirs do we have right now?"
"Currently one here and one in Seoul."
"Bring it."

Park Secretary desperately wants to ask what she plans to do with the Elixir but suppresses the urge and follows her orders.


* * *


I'm too full to fall asleep.

*Ah~*
*If you don't eat, I'll cry.*

Not only did we go to the duck restaurant together, but Cha Ah-Ram, who claimed to be hungry, didn't eat anything herself and kept feeding me instead.

*Does she like me?*

Surely only couples do things like this. But when I try to think of reasons why she would like me, nothing comes to mind.

My looks?
That's ridiculous.
Money?
A C-rank Hunter couldn't earn in a lifetime what she makes in a day.
Connections? Blood relations?
My only connections are the Brass Party, and as for blood relations... they're already gone.

So... the assumption that she likes me is strange to begin with.

*Is it image building?*

This is more suspicious.
Despite being called the strongest guild, I've heard they've been getting a lot of criticism lately because of their past misdeeds. So they might be deliberately treating me—a C-rank Hunter with long experience—well to improve their image.

If not that, maybe she just wants to torment someone at rock bottom like me.

"My head hurts..."

As I roll around in bed, trying to stop thinking, something catches my eye.

"Why is this here?"

What I'm holding is none other than a condom. I don't remember buying it or using it.

"Cha Ah-Ram...?"

Since she's the only person who's been in this house besides me... she must have brought it.

As numerous thoughts race through my mind in a short time, I get a headache and stop thinking.

"Sigh... I really should stop seeing her."

Making this resolution yet again, I turn on my phone that was by my pillow.

[S-rank Han Seo-Hee has been selected as the promotional model for Cheonmun Guild...]
[According to scientist Michael, who analyzed the cause of decreasing dungeons...]

As I scroll through the articles...

[Elixir, which money can't buy. How many bottles remain in the world and what is their value?]

My scrolling finger stops.

[Elixir.
Also called God's Tears, only 5 bottles of Elixir came from an SS-rank dungeon that existed on Earth.
The Hunter who obtained them was Cha Ah-Ram.
She kept 3 bottles for herself and put 2 bottles up for auction.
The effects of the Elixir, of which only 5 bottles exist, can restore life to the dead as long as the body is intact.
Not only can it revive the dead, but it also has significant effects on living organisms.
Cell regeneration, muscle enhancement, skeletal strengthening, and more—truly worthy of its nickname "God's Tears."
So how much would an Elixir be worth?
Of the 2 bottles that appeared at auction, one went to the Pope of the Papal States for approximately 500 trillion Korean won, and the other was given to the Chinese Premier in exchange for a portion of Chinese territory.
Thus, the Elixir...]

Every time I see mention of the Elixir, I think of my parents. During my second year as a Hunter, a dungeon appeared in our basement, and our entire house was buried.

*If only I had gotten there a little faster...*

I was running another dungeon at the time and didn't hear the news until I finished clearing it and came out.

I rushed there immediately, but it was already too late.

*Elixir...*

My parents' bodies were intact and undamaged.
So I desperately begged them to freeze the bodies for a week while I frantically entered dungeons searching for an Elixir, but I never found one.

"Hah..."

As painful memories claw at my heart again, I close my eyes.

"If I'm reborn as someone's child again, I'll definitely be filial."

The memories I built with my parents...
As I hold them in my heart and try to fall asleep, the air freshener by my pillow sprays liquid that turns into vapor and is inhaled by Young-Seok as he begins to fall asleep.


* * *


"Hmm hmm~"

In the predawn hours when everyone is asleep.
Cha Ah-Ram hums as she walks toward the bedroom where Young-Seok is sleeping. In her hand, she holds a bottle filled with rainbow-colored liquid.

"Ahjussi~? Ah-Ram is here again."

Looking at the sleeping Young-Seok with seductive eyes, Cha Ah-Ram can't resist her instincts.

Smooch. Smooch. Smooch.

She satisfies her desire with a minute of butterfly kisses.

"Haah..."

Her long, slender white fingers trace Young-Seok's jawline down to his collarbone.

"You know what? I feel like I'm going crazy every time I see you."

Cha Ah-Ram wants to slip under the covers with the sleeping Young-Seok but forces herself to hold back.

"I brought you a gift today."

Slosh, slosh.

She shakes the rainbow-colored liquid in her hand.

"My heart ached so much when you said you couldn't wear short sleeves because of the scars on your arms. Look."

She takes his hand and places it on her chest.

"Hehee... I-I like that."

After rubbing her chest with his hand for a while, Cha Ah-Ram comes to her senses.

"I'll heal everything today."

She stretches Young-Seok's arm upward and removes his clothes.

His body is so covered in scars that it would be harder to find unmarked skin.

Drip.

"Did it hurt? Did it hurt so much?"

Cha Ah-Ram sheds tears looking at his body and begins licking his scars with her tongue.

Twitch.

The sleeping Young-Seok stirs, but she pays no mind and continues licking all his scars before opening the sealed bottle.

"If the Elixir heals your scars, can I try what I learned?"
"....."

She briefly glances at his groin area before turning her attention back to his scars and begins pouring the rainbow-colored liquid from the opened bottle onto his scar-covered body.

Ch.14 - Don't Run Away. (1)
"Young-Seok. Get a hold of yourself."
"What did Mom say? Don't let your dick do the thinking, right?! Hurry! Hurry!"

*Huff. Huff. Huff.*

I wake up from sleep, breathing heavily as I check my surroundings.

"Phew..."

The day my parents' bodies were cremated.
Since that day, my parents have never appeared in my dreams.

"Dick thinking, huh..."

My mother always told me when I was young.
If you let your dick do the thinking, you'll suffer greatly.
It's not that I wasn't interested in women, but she was right.
If you let your lower head make decisions, you never know what might happen, and you could end up feeling guilty toward the woman you love for the rest of your life.

My throat is parched as I get up from bed.

"Huh? What...?"

I just stood up, but my body doesn't feel like my own.

"W-what's happening?"

The body that has suffered with me for 31 years moves strangely, unlike usual.

Until now, if I thought about extending my arm and then extended it, now my arm moves forward the moment I just think about extend—

Awkwardly.

I barely manage to move my strange body and leave the room.

"...My eyes are different too."

I can clearly see small text written far away.
Normally, I wouldn't even have noticed there was writing there...

"Am I about to die...?"

The final flare of life before death.
Hunter comrades dying in dungeons often exceeded their usual ability limits.

I feel anxious thinking I might be exceeding my physical limits now.

Preparing myself mentally, I enter the bathroom and stand in front of the full-length mirror.

"...Who are you?"

Seeing a smooth-skinned young man without any of the usual claw-like scars, I ask the man in the mirror.


* * *


*Boom.*

Each time I throw a punch, the air explodes with a fierce sound.

"Is this a dream?"

I stop my training and examine my body, which has changed to something similar to my younger face but completely different.

From worm-like scars to larger areas where flesh had been torn away.
All my painful memories and unforgettable experiences have disappeared.

"This must be a dream."

To wake myself up, I approach a thin tree planted in the yard.

*Thud.*

I hit my forehead against it to wake from the dream, but despite my wishes, I don't wake up.

*Crack.*
*Snap.*

Instead, the spot I hit splits open and the tree falls backward.

Touching my forehead with the durability of a B-rank physical Hunter.

"Shit... what the hell."

A curse word flies out of my mouth, though I've never sworn in my life.

"No, that can't be right."

I'm still not convinced this isn't a dream.
Hurriedly, I lead my unfamiliar body back to the bedroom and lie down on the bed.

"Sleep now."

When I wake up, I'll return to my original body.

I close my eyes tightly and try to sleep, but my mind is too clear for sleep to come easily.

*Toss and turn.*

I try spreading my arms and legs, lying on my side, lying face down, and various other positions, but sleep doesn't come.

*Ring~ Ring~*

Just then, a phone call comes in.
I carefully pick up the phone on the desk.

[010-5858-8282]

An unregistered phone number.

"Hello?"

I slide the answer button and take the call.

"Hello?"

*Beep beep beep.*

I instinctively press the end button as soon as I hear the voice.

*Ring~ Ring~*

The number [010-5858-8282] calls again.

"Don't hang up."

The moment I put it to my ear, a melodious voice tickles my ear.

"Just state your business."

My words don't come out nicely because I realize she's approaching me, a C-rank Hunter, to improve her guild's image.

"Has anything changed about you?"
"...What did you just say?"
"I put our guild's new medicine in the duck meat yesterday."
"New medicine?"
"Yes, a new medicine containing Elixir, no less."

At the mention of Elixir, my heart pounds and my parents' faces briefly flash through my mind.

"Why would you give something so precious to me?"

The mention of Elixir makes the changes in my body make sense.
Just one drop can regenerate even aged cells.

"Because I wanted to impress you?"
"....."

Her directness leaves me speechless.

"What are you doing today?"
"....."
"If you're not busy, want to go on a date?"
"A date? I..."
"If you don't like that idea, I'll come to you."

A real voice, not the phone, hits my ears.
When I turn around, Cha Ah-Ram approaches me, wearing a bright yellow mini dress and swinging her long silver hair.

"Hello? You're really handsome. What if other women start eyeing you?"

She bows at the waist while keeping her head up to greet me, then starts talking about my changed appearance.

"Um..."
"Have you had breakfast?"
"Listen to me..."
"You haven't, right? I'll make breakfast for you."

After only talking about herself, she naturally enters my house.

"Excuse me."

Belatedly coming to my senses, I follow her and grab her shoulder to stop her.

*Slide.*

Cha Ah-Ram places her hand on top of mine on her shoulder.

"Your hands are pretty now that the scars are gone. Mmm. I like it."

I quickly withdraw my hand.

"Why did you feed me this so-called new medicine?"
"So you could forget."

Cha Ah-Ram turns elegantly and takes a step toward me.

"What do you mean..."
"Scars aren't memories. They're just baggage left behind by those who departed."

She takes another step toward me until her face is right in front of mine.

*How does she know this?*

I've never told anyone such things...

Wait, that crazy bastard.
Suddenly I remember Han-Seok talking with Cha Ah-Ram at the bar when he was drunk.

"That can't be the reason you gave me the new medicine."

Would the Cheonmun Guild, of all places, give me medicine they developed because they were concerned about the scars on a C-rank Hunter's body?
The probability of an SSS-rank dungeon appearing and killing everyone would be higher.

"You're right. That's not why I gave it to you."
"Then...?"
"It's me. I like you."

Her sudden statement makes me instinctively step back, but she holds my hand so I can't escape.

"...I'm older, I have no special abilities, and I don't even have much money in my account. Moreover, I have no connections, no blood relations..."
"What use are those things when you have me? I told you before, didn't I?"

She approaches me again with moist eyes and a bright smile.

"Just sleeping in the same bed with me is more than enough."

Her behavior doesn't make sense to me.
Let's say we slept in the same bed.
But nothing happened.

"Is it my land you want?"
"Land?"
"I heard rumors that the Cheonmun Guild has been buying up all the land in Goseong recently."

I overheard talk about them buying land at premium prices when I went to town.

"If you're doing this because of the land?"
"I'll give it to you."

There's no good reason to get involved with an S-rank Hunter.
Moving to another area would be better for regaining the peaceful life I've been seeking.

"Hmm... what should I do?"

She bites her finger as she contemplates.

"Alright. Then... let's eat breakfast first, and I'll give you my answer. Come on, I'll make you a delicious breakfast."
"Uh, uhhh..."

My body is dragged by her strength through the living room and into the kitchen.

"Hmm hmm hmm~"

After forcibly seating me in a chair, Cha Ah-Ram puts on a snow-white apron and starts cooking.

*This is my house...*

It's definitely my house, but why doesn't it feel like my house?
As I try to calm my confused emotions, a bowl of steaming rice appears before my eyes.

"Bibimbap is okay, right?"

She places a fried egg, gochujang, vegetables, sesame oil, and seaweed flakes in the center for separate serving and sits next to me.

"One egg or two?"

She picks up a fried egg with chopsticks and asks me.

"Two."
"Just a moment, please."

She takes the bowl in front of me, adds two fried eggs and vegetables, adds gochujang and sesame oil, and starts mixing thoroughly.
The white rice gradually turns red and looks appetizing, and as the finishing touch, she sprinkles seaweed flakes on top of the mixed rice.

"If it's bland, I'll add more gochujang."

After mixing it all, she places it in front of me and rests her chin on her hand, smiling brightly as she watches me.

"Go ahead and try it."

The feeling is overwhelming but not unpleasant.
Though my emotions are all over the place, I pick up the spoon and take a bite of the mixed bibimbap.

*Munch munch.*

As I chew the bibimbap in my mouth.

"How is it? Is it okay?"

After swallowing everything I was chewing.

"Bibimbap can't taste bad."

My principle learned while running dungeons.

"Huh? So it tastes good? I'm glad."

*Thump thump.*

Every word she says makes my heart contract and expand repeatedly.

"Aren't you eating, Ms. Cha Ah-Ram?"
"I already ate."

Did she really come just to make breakfast for me?

"And you know what?"

Suddenly, her beautiful face comes close to mine.

"Why do you keep calling me 'Ms. Cha Ah-Ram'?"
"What?"
"You know what they say? Even brushing sleeves is a connection, and a second meeting is destiny."

Her cheeks flush.

"And a third meeting is inevitable, right?"
"So..."
"Call me Ah-Ram."
"....."

The spoonful of bibimbap I just ate feels heavy, and I say nothing.

"Please? Oppa~ Call me Ah-Ram."

The affectionate S-rank Hunter clings to me.
Looking at Cha Ah-Ram, the worst Hunter who has killed countless people beneath that facade, I freeze.

Ch.15 - Don't Run Away. (2)
Despite her innocent smile, I avoided her gaze without saying anything.

"Oppa. Oppa? Oppa~~ Don't be like that. Call me Ah-Ram? Please? Please? Please?!"

Cha Ah-Ram was aggressively appealing to me.
Despite her persistence, I remained silent.

"Why won't you call me Ah-Ram? I'm younger than you."
"....."
"Then should I call you Noona..."
"That's a bit..."
"Ah! You finally spoke! Now call me Ah-Ram."

My mind was becoming hazy.

"A-Ah-Ram?"

With my mind absent, my mouth moved on its own, taking advantage of the gap in my defenses.

"Hehe... You finally said it. That's right. I'm Ah-Ram. So from now on, you have to call me Ah-Ram, okay? No take-backs."
"That was a mistake just now."

Coming to my senses, I claimed it was a mistake and turned my head toward her.

"So why are you doing this to me? You've finished your bibimbap, so please tell me why you're approaching me. Image recovery? Land? Whatever it is, I'll help if I can. So after I help you..."
"I like you."
"What?"
"I really like you, Oppa."

Her soft fingers, still holding my hand, tickled the back of it.

"We've only known each other for three days. Stop teasing me and tell me the real reason..."
"Ah, why don't you believe me?"

She placed my hand on her left breast.

"What are you doing?!"

I tried to quickly pull my hand away, but her strength prevented me.

"Can you feel it?"

Thump-thump-thump-thump.

The sound of her beating heart transmitted through my palm.

"My heart beats this fast when I'm with you."

The madness hidden in her eyes was revealed to me.

"So, Oppa? Call me Ah-Ram..."
"Then tell me why."
"Why do you like me?"

I asked for the most fundamental reason.
I demanded that she prove it to me.

"Why? I just liked you the moment I saw you. Isn't that enough?"
"No, it's different."

At least, that's not what love is to me.

Noble love.
Sacrificial love.
I don't even expect these things.
But what I think of as love isn't a flame that burns passionately at first sight, but rather a spark that gradually grows and illuminates the darkness.

"You're mistaken right now."

With effort, I pulled my hand away from her chest.

"That's not love, it's pity. Cha Ah-Ram, who stands at the pinnacle of Hunters, feels pity for a retired Hunter at the bottom. So..."

For the first time, her eyes wavered.
Looking at me reflected in her pupils.

"Please stop this charity game driven by pity."


* * *


Numerous books piled on the desk.

"Miss... it's time for the meeting."
"Get out."

Park Secretary tried calling to Cha Ah-Ram, who was frantically turning pages and concentrating, but received only a cold response.

"Currently, at the Blue House, the chief..."
"I'll say it once more. Get out."
"...Yes, ma'am."

Park Secretary closed the door and left, while Cha Ah-Ram continued sitting in her chair for a long time, reading all the stacked books.

"He says it's not?"

The man who denied her love.

"It is love."

After reading all the books about love and romance, she became certain.

"One-way is unrequited love. But unrequited love is still love."

Cha Ah-Ram muttered, recalling a passage from one of the books.

"Does he not like me...?"

She stood up from her chair and stood in front of a full-length mirror.

"But that can't be..."

Even from an objective viewpoint, her appearance and figure were unrivaled anywhere.

"But he's not impotent."

Having already pulled one out for him, she knew better than anyone that he was virile.

"Is it distrust of women or something like that?"

Lost in thought, she suddenly called for Park Secretary, who was waiting outside.

"You called for me?"
"Investigate all of that man's past without missing anything."
"....."
"Find out when, where, how he lived, and who he met. Investigate everything."

He knew who she meant by "that man," and understood that the order she was giving was absurd.

To investigate someone's entire 31-year past...
It was tantamount to telling him to die, so his expressionless face, which he had maintained until now, began to crumble.

"You don't want to?"
"It's not that. But investigating 31 years of history..."

Click-clack.

She began walking toward him.

Gulp.

Anticipating his future, he hunched his shoulders.

"Then can you just investigate his relationships? Especially focusing on women."
"...What?"
"I don't like being talked back to..."
"I-I understand. I'll investigate immediately."
"Ah, and one more thing."

As she was about to say one more thing, he waited for her words with a stiff expression.

"How many guild members do we have planted in the vagrant village?"

Vagrant village.
A place where those who lost everything to monster waves gathered.

"Currently about 15 members are on standby."
"Their recognition level?"
"While not at the level of village chief, they've built enough trust to be close."

At his words, she twirled her finger in her hair.

"Then move the vagrants who can be mobilized near the village where that man lives. Of course, absolutely no pretty or young women."
"Vagrants would rather die than move..."
"Tell them we'll provide money, housing, food, whatever they need. But on the condition that if they interfere with or disrespect that man, they'll all be killed."
"Hmm....."

After considering for the first time, he eventually said:

"That should make them move."

Vagrants who lost their homes and wandered.
They weren't afraid of death.
Because people next to them died at every moment.

But...
People never forget their best memories.
A comfortable life.
A safe life.
Knowing better than anyone how they longed for that, he spoke with certainty for the first time at her words.

"Good, then proceed with that."

At her unusually friendly tone, Park Secretary, who flinched involuntarily, quickly left the office under her gaze.

Women.

He clearly remembered an A-rank nobody Hunter telling him about that man's past.
Among those stories, he heard that many women had confessed to him...

Crack.

The corner of the desk she was gripping broke off.

"Well, I knew he wouldn't fall easily."

Unlike her, that man had upright principles.
That might be why she was more attracted to him.

"If he doesn't fall no matter how much I pursue him... I just need to uproot the tree I've been tapping."

Create an environment where he has no choice but to look at her, then approach him gradually like drizzle soaking clothes.
No matter how long it takes, she was determined to make that man hers alone.


* * *


Alone in the house after Cha Ah-Ram, who had been constantly pursuing me, disappeared, I sat in the yard looking at the moistened field.

"She likes me..."

It's true that I should be grateful that someone likes someone like me, regardless of the reason.
But... I cannot accept misguided feelings born from pity.

The harsh reality.

I recalled an incident where someone died because of pity.

One of the S-rank Hunters once showed excessive kindness to a C-rank Hunter.

And the next day.

The C-rank Hunter who received the kindness was found dead in front of the Hunter Association building, his limbs torn apart.

The culprit was caught quickly.
But when the identity of the killer was revealed, the Hunter industry... no.
The low-ranking Hunters living at the bottom were shocked.

The killer was the S-rank Hunter who had shown excessive kindness, because:

[I taught that bastard techniques to use his ability, but he went around bragging about it everywhere. It was so annoying... so I killed him.]

He taught out of pity, then killed because he got upset.
And he didn't face any punishment.
Powerful Hunters exist above the state, and the powerless are their tools.
This is the current state of the world we live in.

And she, who stands at the pinnacle even among S-ranks.
Her evil deeds—killing people for talking back, for looking at her, for not making food to her taste, for having a speck of dust—were already widely known.

Yet no one could stop her.

She owned more land than the entire country of South Korea, and could erase this nation as easily as eating cold porridge if she wanted to.
Still, she had publicly declared that she would try not to kill as much as possible, acknowledging that the world's population had drastically decreased since monsters appeared.
That's her current image and position.

Someone like me is a being she could kill with the flick of a finger.

I fear death.
More precisely, I don't want to die like a toy being manipulated one-sidedly.
I'd rather die fighting monsters in a dungeon.

"She withdrew easily, but..."

I don't know when she'll come back.

"Haah..."

Should I go abroad for a while to divert her attention?
I contemplate what I should do next, considering numerous possibilities.

Ch.16 - Don't Run Away. (3)
"Do you want to die?"

As I went into town to clear my troubled mind, I saw a man kicking another man who was trembling violently.

Thud. Thud.

With each kick, pieces of the victim's body broke off bit by bit.

"Pretty boy? Ignore me again and I'll snap your neck."

On the other side, I saw a man lifting a passing woman's skirt and sliding his fingers between her buttocks.

"P-please spare me..."
"Have you ever seen such an idiot? A C-rank begging for his life? Trash like you deserves to die."

The beaten man's eyes filled with bloody tears as his body went limp.

Some say the world suffered because of dungeons and monsters. That eight billion people were sacrificed to another dimensional civilization.

But I hate that explanation the most.

"What the hell?!"

I believe... the eight billion who died by monsters died with dignity. Sacrifice? Honor? What do I care about that?

"Hey! Can't you hear me?"

Crack.

I grabbed the man's ankle and twisted it, causing the bone to snap and protrude.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

The eight billion who died first were actually the lucky ones.
Because...
The remaining one billion... are living in a world that's become hell.
A few with absolute power.
Civilians who couldn't awaken as Hunters were unjustly kidnapped, bred, raped, experimented on, murdered, and even sold as meat in shops.

The capital was somewhat better.
With many Hunters concentrated there and S-rank Hunters who despised this hellish existence, criminals restrained themselves, but the provinces were different.

"You son of a bitch!!!"

A fist flew toward my temple.

Crack.

I released the broken ankle and caught the incoming fist.

Crunch!

As I crushed the fist in my grip—

"AAAGH!!! F...UCK!!! My hand!!"

He writhed on the ground.

"What's going on?"

Another man approached, still holding the woman's buttocks.

"As expected..."

These types never travel alone.
Scavengers who scout vulnerable villages to plunder.

"Stupid bastard."

The approaching comrade muttered contemptuously at his partner who was howling with his ankle and fist shattered.

"Well..."

Crunch!

The Scavenger stomped on his comrade's head, crushing it.

"The fewer of us, the bigger the share... so it doesn't matter."

Thump. Thump.

After killing his partner, the Scavenger approached me with the woman in his grip.

"You've got guts, huh? Must be an A-rank?"

The Scavenger circled me mockingly, looking me up and down.

"Hmm? Something's strange."

The Scavenger's ability was intuition.
An ability that tells whether an opponent is stronger or weaker than oneself—the secret to his survival so far.

"You're weaker than me? Then how..."

The man stopped mid-sentence and slowly turned his head sideways.

CRASH!
All the glass on the street shattered.
BOOM!
Cars on the street crumpled.
CRUNCH.
Starting with small houses and extending to high-rise buildings, structures began twisting like pretzels regardless of size.

"...shit."

Who is that?
A man I've never seen before.
Dressed casually, the man was watching us—no, the Scavenger—and flicked his finger.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

The Scavenger released the woman and began floating, then shot toward the man like an arrow.

"You know we manage this area now and still do this?"

The Scavenger stopped in front of the man, who spoke.

"H-Hyun-Sang would overlook this... AAAAGH!!"

Crack.

After casually breaking one of the Scavenger's fingers, the man looked at him with an incredulous expression.

"What? Are you crazy? Kim Hyun-Sang? I could handle that bastard by myself even without Cha Ah-Ram."

Though overshadowed by Ah-Ram's reputation, he was also an S-rank.
Irritated by the Scavenger's words, he flicked his finger.

Crack.
Crunch.
Crackle.

The Scavenger's body began twisting bit by bit.

"You son of—"

At that moment, his mouth contorted, preventing him from making any sound.

"So fucking noisy."

The man picked a dangling finger from the Scavenger who was twisting in mid-air, used it to clean his ear, then looked at me in the distance.

"Hey."
"....."
"Answer me."
"Yes, sir."

When I answered, he beckoned me over.

I looked at the woman sitting on the ground trembling, intending to take her somewhere safe first, but—

Crack.

Right before my eyes, the trembling woman's neck rotated 360 degrees, and her body slumped sideways.

"Stop wasting time and come here."
"....."

Another S-rank Hunter.
Seeing him, my body froze and wouldn't move.

"I'll count to three, and if you're not here, I'll kill everyone around. One... two... that's right."

The moment he said "one," I used the explosive power dormant in my body to reach him, and he smiled with satisfaction.

"Why are you here?"
"To shop..."
"What do you need?"

Why is he asking this?

"Never mind. Too bothersome."

Crack.
Bang.
Rumble.

In the distance, a small supermarket was uprooted from the ground and approached us.

Boom.

The supermarket stopped in front of us.

"What are you waiting for? You said you were shopping."

The people inside the supermarket had collapsed from the impact of being uprooted and dropped back to the ground.

"Aren't you going in?"

He kept urging me.
What scared me even more than his twisted compassion was...

"...Why did you kill innocent people?"
"...Huh? Are you talking to me?"
"Why did you kill them?"
"Look at this guy? Has he completely lost his mind? Or does he have an ability that gives him multiple lives?"

The fact that I'm an idiot.

Human rights.

Human rights are a thing of the past—I've learned this painfully through my life as a Hunter.
No matter how much kindness I show, human nature is to look down on you as soon as they rise to a higher rank than you.

Being backstabbed...
Being used...
I've nearly lost my life more than once trying to save people.
I know how foolish this meddling is.
If I wanted to live a long, peaceful life, I shouldn't act this way.
But... I wanted to be different.
Even in this harsh world, I wanted to be one of the few who saves people, makes them laugh, and shares with them.

Whoosh.

The fallen supermarket building began floating in the air again.

"P-please... s-save... us..."

A faint voice reached my ears.

"Answer me. Your answer will determine whether they live or die, so choose carefully. Why did you speak to me like that?"
"That's..."

Just as I was about to speak, something dropped between the man and me.

"Oppa."

And there was Cha Ah-Ram, the person I most wanted to run away from, smiling brightly at me.

* * *

"Why did you kill innocent people?"

Ah-Ram listened to Young-Seok's voice coming through her earphones.

"Huh? Are you talking to me? Are you crazy? Have you lost your mind? Do you have an ability that gives you multiple lives?"

As Lee Chang-Won, the S-rank Hunter she had sent from the Cheonmun Guild, cornered Young-Seok, a smile spread across Ah-Ram's face as she eavesdropped through her earphones.

"If I appear dramatically and save him... he might like me a little?"

After reading countless books to study how to capture someone's heart, Ah-Ram decided that appearing like a princess on a white horse to save the man would be most effective.

"A destiny of saving people."

Reflecting on his words about himself and his past actions, she knew he risked his life for the value of saving others.

"I don't like it, but..."

She disliked such behavior.
She couldn't understand why he would risk himself for humans destined to die anyway.
But...

Crack.

Ah-Ram's knees bent and straightened, and the ground beneath her exploded as she shot into the air.

"That's why I like him."

She was even more drawn to him because of it.

"Mister... Ah-Ram is coming right away."

She soared high into the air before beginning her descent toward the ground.

* * *

Whoosh.

"Are you okay?"

Cha Ah-Ram embraced me.
The strong scent of roses tickled my nose, and her soft hair brushed against my face.

"Ah, yes. I'm... still fine..."

While holding me, Ah-Ram frantically ran her hands over my body.

"Are you hurt anywhere..."
"N-no, I'm not."

I quickly pushed her away gently and stepped back.

"So what happened... Chang-Won?"

The S-rank Hunter with an awkward expression, the man called Chang-Won, looked at Ah-Ram.

"Vice Guild Master..."
"What happened here?"
"Well..."

Chang-Won explained the situation to Ah-Ram.

"Make sure this doesn't happen again."
"Yes. I'll head back to the office now."

Chang-Won's body slowly rose into the air before flying away.

"...!"

Remembering the people in the supermarket, I quickly ran inside.

"Ah..."

What I saw was the store owner with a broken neck and a small child with a sharp object piercing their chest, both motionless—likely from the impact of the building falling again.

"Are you okay?"

She approached me.
The superior of Chang-Won, who had just lifted people into the air, slowly crushed them to death, and casually harmed civilians.

Tremble. Tremble.

As I backed away shaking, she stopped reaching out.

"I..."
"...I'm sorry."

She apologized to me, and—

Drip.

"I'm really sorry."

Tap. Tap.

She ran outside, leaving me alone.

Ch.17 - Ahjussi Is Mine. (1)
She was leaving the supermarket.
But she couldn't take her eyes off the two lifeless bodies.
Though it was a Hunter from the Cheonmun Guild who took their lives, the person who just saved my endangered life was Cha Ah-Ram, the Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun who had been approaching me lately.

*I should thank her...*

I feel foolish for not saying anything, paralyzed by fear.

Step, step.

"In your next life..."

After closing the eyes of the woman pinned under the counter, she approaches the child whose chest was pierced by something sharp in front of the beverage display.

"May you be respected... may you find happiness... I pray for you."

She presses her palms together after closing the two eyes filled with extreme pain.

Despite working around death, I never get used to lives being crushed so meaninglessly.

"I promise you."

As she turns and walks outside, she speaks to them with sincerity.

"Though I lack strength, I'll do my best to prevent others from dying like you did."


* * *


Outside, I see Cha Ah-Ram repeatedly kicking the uneven ground.

"Thank you."
"...Pardon?"

Her eyes widen when I express my gratitude.

"Thank you for saving me when I almost died. I'll repay this debt someday."

The root cause of this situation is the Scavenger.
Although it was a Cheonmun Guild Hunter who harmed civilians, considering the typical S-rank temperament that treats people like insects, this might actually be considered mild.

"Excuse me..."

Exhausted, I turn my body to walk home when Cha Ah-Ram calls out to me.

"Yes, what is it?"

My behavior toward Cha Ah-Ram until now...
It must have been because I acted friendly that I unconsciously treated her casually.
Now I try to respond politely as befitting an S-rank Hunter, bowing respectfully at her words.

Grab.

She's suddenly in front of me, holding my shoulders to prevent me from bowing.

"What are you doing?"
"You asked a question, so I should answer."
"But why are you trying to bow?"

She asks in a cold voice, the "Oppa" she used to call me now gone.

*This is how it should be.*

My place. She said I was overreaching, but that was just an illusion she created.
My current status is a bottom-tier Hunter with C-rank abilities and slightly enhanced physical abilities from the medicine she gave me.
No, since I've retired, I'm not even a Hunter anymore—just an ordinary civilian.

"Of course, since you're an S-rank Hunter and I'm just a C-rank..."
"Are you being sarcastic now?"
"How could I..."

Her hands grab my cheeks and forcibly turn my face toward hers.

"If you have complaints, say them directly. What's the problem?"
"Nothing..."
"You're angry with me!!!"

Am I angry?
Of course I am.

"Please..."

Looking into her eyes, I plead.

"Can't you just leave me alone? 'S'-rank Hunter?"
"....."


* * *


A vast field tinted green.
I look around while sitting on a motorcycle slowly driving through its center.

"They say S-rank Hunters are rare even in a lifetime of Hunter work."

Yet today alone, I've already met two.

Ring ring! Ring ring!

After stopping the motorcycle.

"Hello?"
-What are you doing?
"Just... hanging around."

I take out my phone from my pocket and answer.

-Did something happen?
"Well, life is like that."

Seeing such things is common for me.

-I told you to stop with that meddling, didn't I? Since you answered the phone, I guess you survived?

Han-Sung's voice rises as he deduces what happened from my words.

"Why did you call?"

I get straight to the point, knowing he'll lecture me otherwise.

-Ah, we decided to come down to your house tomorrow with the guys.
"...Huh?"
-A 3-day, 4-night vacation. So prepare some food. We're just bringing ourselves and plan to relax comfortably before heading back.
"What are you—"

Beep. Beep. Beep.

"Crazy bastard."

I curse at Han-Seok's sudden announcement, but a smile forms on my face.

Honestly, it was a bit...
No, it was really tough.
But I could endure seeing terrible things because I had my comrades.
Those days when Han-Seok, our A-rank Party Leader, protected us firmly.
Though difficult, it was fun.

"Ah..."

I need to serve something delicious when they come... but I'm returning empty-handed after going shopping.

Vroom. Vroom. Vroom.

I start the engine and contemplate.

"Will she be there?"

When Scavengers or Hunters rampage in a town, the government dispatches Hunters with repair and restoration abilities.

But what concerns me is Cha Ah-Ram.
I wonder if she'll still be in town.

*I don't want to meet her again.*
*I'm scared.*

Deep in my heart, I beg not to go back.

But there's nothing to eat at home.
The ingredients in the refrigerator provided by the Cheonmun Guild are already gone.

And I can't order food here.
Unlike Seoul, security isn't guaranteed in rural areas, and it's too far from town.

*Hehehe...*

Suddenly recalling her smiling face, I quickly erase the thought and turn my motorcycle back toward town.

Vroom. Vroom.

Arriving in town, I cautiously look around.

"One, two, three! Heave!!!"

Several people are lifting a supermarket building stuck in the middle of the street.

"Keep your back straight!"

I quickly run to those carrying the seemingly heavy building and place my hands on it.

"What are you doing! Get away...?"
"I have an ability that reduces the weight of objects by half. There's a time limit, but it should last until you reach your destination."

Though cowardly, I wash away some of the guilt buried in my heart by lightening their load.

"This place looks fine."

When Scavengers attack a town, it becomes devastated, but the large mart looks intact—perhaps because I saw it in the early stages.

As I enter with a shopping cart, a cool breeze brushes across my forehead.

Walking around, I fill the cart with vegetables, meat, alcohol, ramen, dumplings, and whatever catches my eye.

"...Still, as a decent human being, I should repay the favor of saving me, right?"

After selecting everything and about to check out, a bright dress catches my eye.

"I'll take this, please."

I ask the employee for the white and red dress that seems like it would suit her well.

"I'm sorry, sir. The items on the mannequin are currently out of stock."
"Oh? I see."

That's disappointing.

"Do you have anything similar—"
"I'll come back another time."

I've already looked at other clothes, but none had colors that would suit her, so I head to the checkout, pay, and exit with my bagged groceries.

Leaving the air-conditioned space, hot air engulfs me.

"Let's go..."

Unable to meet Cha Ah-Ram after all.
Feeling strangely disappointed, I pull the handlebar and speed home.

"Where have you been?"
"....."

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram waiting in front of my gate, I quickly stop my motorcycle.

"I've been thinking about why you avoid me..."

She approaches me as I sit on my motorcycle.
She's wearing the same clothes as before.

"You're afraid of me because of my reputation, right?"
"....."
"Do you think I'll play with you and then kill you?"

I can't deny her words.

"I see..."

She nods her head and then.

Smooch.

"...!?"

She kisses my cheek.

"I will never kill you, Oppa."
"J-just now..."
"What did I do?"

Smooch.

She kisses my cheek again.

"I cast a magic spell to help you relax. How is it? Is it working?"

The mark of her lips on my cheek feels incredibly hot.


* * *


"Please leave now."
"No. I'm going to eat dinner before I go."

Somehow Cha Ah-Ram ended up coming into my house.

As she sits on the sofa insisting on having dinner before leaving, I'm about to tell her to go when—

*'Is it working?'*

The scene of the surprise cheek kiss forcibly replays in my mind.

"...You'll leave after dinner, right?"
"Of course!"

I sigh softly at her immediate response.

Chop, chop.

[Ms. Cha Ah-Ram, what would you do if someone dislikes you?]
[Hmm... I'd keep appealing to them until they accept me.]
[But they might dislike you even more.]
[Would they really?]

Cha Ah-Ram, who was watching herself smiling meaningfully on TV, turns her head toward me as I chop vegetables.

"Oppa."
"Please stop calling me that."
"Why? Don't you like it?"

I pause cutting vegetables.

"It makes me uncomfortable."
"Uncomfortable? Then how about Ahjussi?"
"Pardon?"
"How about Ahjussi?"

-Ahjussi~ You're so cool.
-Ahjussi! Fighting!

Recalling the chat messages from Sachennim, the only viewer of my broadcast.

"That... won't work. I think Oppa is better."

Feeling like something precious is being taken away, I say Oppa is better.

"Hmm?"

Cha Ah-Ram narrows her eyes and examines me with a mysterious expression.

"Alright."

Wait a minute...?
Why should I be called Oppa by Cha Ah-Ram?
Something feels very off about constantly being led along.


* * *


After a simple meal of kimchi stew with white rice, I put the empty plates in the sink and put on an apron to wash dishes.

"That was delicious."

Cha Ah-Ram, sitting at the table, smiles and thanks me for the meal.

"Now please keep your promise."
"About leaving after dinner?"

Screech.

Pushing her chair back, Cha Ah-Ram approaches me as I wash dishes wearing rubber gloves.

"...Yes."

I remain on high alert, not knowing what she might do.

"Ahjussi."
"We agreed not to use that term..."
"Do you really dislike me?"
"....."
"I'm younger than you, pretty, have a good figure, and I'm rich. I'm even strong enough that others have to be careful around me."

Cha Ah-Ram, now close to me, boasts.

"I'm not joking. I'm serious."
"....."
"Does love need a reason? Can't I just love you?"

Squish.

Her large chest presses against my back as her arms snake through my armpits and interlock in front of me.

"You said you were scared? Then I'll try not to be scary. So, Ahjussi..."

She buries her face against my back, then shifts to the side so our eyes meet.

"Give me a chance."

Ch.18 - Ahjussi Is Mine (2)
The sunlight streaming through the transparent window illuminates my face.
As I wake up and try to clear my mind, I stretch in a cat-like pose, and my blurry eyes begin to focus as my head starts to clear.

"May this be a peaceful day..."

The moment I leave my bedroom, the peaceful day I had wished for vanishes.

"You're awake?"

Cha Ah-Ram, wearing a snow-white apron while cooking in the kitchen, gives me an eye-smile.

"How did you get in..."

I definitely saw her off to her home yesterday.
I even walked her out, so how did she get in here?

"The door was open. So I came in."

I almost nod unconsciously at her brazenness, acting as if this is her own home, but I barely manage to regain my senses.

"Get out right now..."
"You haven't washed up yet, right? Go freshen up quickly and have a seat."

Cha Ah-Ram cuts off my words and tells me to wash up.

"....."
"I know I'm pretty, but staring at me like that makes me shy."

I hurriedly avert my gaze at her words.

"Pfft... Go wash up quickly."

Her warm voice, like a gentle breeze, settles in my ears.

The moment he disappears from the living room to wash up, Cha Ah-Ram makes a sly expression.

"This Ahjussi is mine. I won't give him to anyone."

She had practiced acting alone in front of a mirror for days for yesterday's encounter.
She knew he was afraid of her.
So she had desperately practiced facial expressions alone to cover his fear with her aegyo and love, and yesterday showed some results.

'At least he didn't hate it.'

But seeing his face stiffen with fear the moment he sees her, she realizes she still has a long way to go.

"I can wait forever."

While waiting, she'll make painstaking efforts to make him her man.

He wouldn't know.
That he's already hers...

"Your preferences, taste, personality, values... I'll match everything. In return..."

Putting her finger to her lips and biting it slightly.

"Give yourself to me."

She stares intently at the empty space where he had been and quietly calls to him.


* * *


Get a grip.
It's my house, but because I failed to reinforce the fence, a tiger has already entered.

'They say even if you're caught by a tiger, you can survive if you keep your wits about you.'

Believing in the wisdom of my ancestors, I finish showering with cold water and enter the living room, where a spicy aroma fills my nostrils.

"You're hungry, right? Come sit here."

She's already set the table with rice, side dishes, and soup she made, pulling out an empty chair and calling me over.

'Stay focused... I can do this.'

With firm resolve, I approach the table and sit down, but my determination begins to waver immediately.

"Why are you holding my hand...?"
"Do you dislike it?"

She interlaces her fingers with my left hand.

"Yes, I dislike it."

I try to say I dislike it without upsetting her.

"Even if you dislike it, there's nothing you can do. You said you'd give me a chance yesterday. You should keep that promise."

The excuse I made yesterday to send her away has backfired.

"How am I supposed to eat like this?"
"Why can't you eat? Here, ah~"

She looks at me strangely when I say I can't eat, then scoops up some soup with her spoon, sprinkles it over the steaming white rice, takes another spoonful, and brings it close to my mouth, trying to feed me like before.

"Um, Cha Ah-Ram? No, Miss Cha Ah-Ram? I..."
"Oh? You want to eat the side dishes first? Then..."

She puts down the spoon with rice on an empty bowl and picks up chopsticks to grab the spinach at the front.

"Say ah."
"I have hands."
"You said you couldn't eat while holding hands, right? Don't be shy, open your mouth."

Her sweet scent makes my mind hazy.

"Let's not do this and eat normally..."
"You promised to give me a chance yesterday. Was that just something you made up to get rid of me? Are you a liar?"
"That's not it..."

A one-sided negotiation.
Finally giving in, I open my mouth.

"Thank you."

With an eye-smile, she carefully places the spinach in my mouth.

"Chew thoroughly."

Just as I'm about to eat quickly to end this situation, she seems to read my mind and lowers the spoon back to the empty bowl.

Is this heaven or hell...

If I could just erase her image and look only at her appearance, Cha Ah-Ram would be voted the world's number one wife material.

Grumble.

As she continues feeding me rice, side dishes, and soup, her stomach growls.
Her bright expression turns flushed, and she releases my hand.

"Ah~"

She opens her mouth to me.

"....."
"Ah~"

Under her silent pressure, I try to grab the unused spoon, but...

Clang.

It falls to the floor by her hand.

"Ah~"

As she continues pressuring me with her voice, I finally give in and pick up the spoon that had been in my mouth.

After trying my best to stick it in my rice to remove any traces, I put it in her mouth just as she had done for me.

"Mmm..."

She chews thoroughly with a happy smile.

"Doesn't this feel like we're newlyweds?"
"That's ridiculous..."

I start to respond heatedly but cut myself off while checking her reaction.

"You're right. We're not 'newlyweds' yet, are we?"

She emphasizes the word "newlyweds" while scanning my body.
With her gaze finally lingering on that part of me.

"Maybe we should become newlyweds now... mmph."

I forcefully shove the spoon into her open mouth.

"You'll leave after eating this, right?"

It's almost time for the kids to come home, so I start feeding her quickly.
Without complaint, she eagerly accepts each spoonful I offer, and soon the once-full rice bowl is empty.

"Thank you for the meal."

She politely gives thanks.

"Now please..."
"Yawn..."

Just as I'm about to tell her to leave.
Yawning and rubbing her eyes, Cha Ah-Ram looks at me with drowsy eyes.

"I'm sleepy."
"Then please hurry to the company building..."
"Let me sleep here."
"You said you'd leave after breakfast."
"Did I? I never said that."
"Earlier..."

Come to think of it, she never once responded to what I said...?

I've been had.

"Let me sleep here."

Slide.

Cha Ah-Ram leans her body against mine as she sits right next to me.

Thump-thump.

The sound of her heartbeat flows into my body.

"Guests will be arriving soon, so could you please leave for now?"
"Guests?"

Her beautiful eyes, which had been closed, open again.

"What kind of guests?"
"My colleagues that you've seen before."

I don't know why I have to explain this, but it naturally comes out of my mouth.

"Oh? Those men? That's fine then."
"What? What's fine?"
"I'm a guest too."

A guest?
You're just an uninvited intruder.

"....."
"So let me sleep."

She silently protests again, asking me to let her sleep, while I groan inwardly, unable to speak.


* * *


The living room, and the master bedroom which is extremely small compared to the other rooms.

"Then sleep well."

After finally getting her to lie down on the bed, I try to leave the room.

"Help me fall asleep."

She grabs my wrist and won't let go.

"Sigh..."

Knowing she won't back down, I sit on the bed rather than waste time arguing, just to help her fall asleep quickly.

"What should I do?"

Having never put someone to sleep before, I ask what she wants.

"Pat me here gently and stroke my head."

She points to her stomach and head.

"What?"
"Pat-pat. Stroke-stroke."

Her request is very embarrassing, but... having made up my mind, I finally pat her stomach very gently while stroking her soft hair with my other hand.

"Hehe."

With her eyes tightly closed, she pulls the blanket up to her neck and smiles.

How much time has passed?
The flush that had filled her cheeks disappears, and her happy expression has returned to a blank one. Seeing that Cha Ah-Ram has fallen asleep, I get up.

"Phew....."

Before closing the door, I glance at her sleeping form and carefully close the bedroom door.

Thump-thump-thump-thump.

My heart beats rapidly.
Pressing it down with my hand, I hurry to the living room, afraid she might hear.

"Is this real?"

Except for my parents, I've never had this kind of interest.
It's not that I've never had women confess to me, but usually when I rejected them, they immediately accepted it, and we parted with well-wishes.

But Cha Ah-Ram is different from them.
Even though I find her scary and say I dislike her, she keeps approaching like a bulldozer, and unlike my rational mind, my body keeps responding quickly just to the sound of her breathing.

"This is driving me crazy."

Clatter. Clatter.

To somehow calm my body, I wash the dishes we used, trying to settle down.

"Young-Seok~ We're here."

As I sit blankly on the sofa with the TV on after finishing the dishes, Han-Seok's voice reaches my ears.

Jump.

I quickly get up from my seat and run to the front door.

"Wow... your place is really nice... hey, why are you pushing?"

Han-Seok and my colleagues smile at me and offer housewarming gifts, but I put them down on the floor and push them outside.

"Haven't you eaten yet?"

I can't let my colleagues into the house until she wakes up and goes back to the company.

"We thought you might feel burdened, so we already ate. Just show us around."

Han-Seok peeks through the open front door, asking for a tour.

"Let's start your stream today, Hyung! You said you only had one viewer, so we'll help you. Let's aim for a thousand viewers today!"

Jin-Sung, who plays the role of the youngest in the Brass Party, takes out various tools from the bag he brought.

"Oh, today's stream..."

-You have to keep your promise.

I want to say I won't do it, but Sa-cheong-nim's chat flashes through my mind.

Looking at the clock on the wall, it's 11 o'clock.
Seeing that, I lose my energy and...

"Come in."

I finally welcome them into the house where Cha Ah-Ram is sleeping.

Ch.19 - Ahjussi Is Mine (3)
I moved aside from the path I was blocking and told them to come in, but my colleagues just stared at me silently.

"What?"
"Looking at you now..."

Han-Seok gave me a strange look.

"Did you get plastic surgery because of your broadcast?"

Having finally noticed my changed appearance, they scanned my body.

"You know I hate going under the knife because of my trauma, right?"
"Then what happened to your face?"
"Cheonmun Guild gave me some new medicine they developed."
"New medicine?"

Han-Seok reacted as if he'd never heard of it before. The expressions of my other colleagues weren't any different.

"Did you hear about them developing new medicine?"
"No, I didn't."
"What about you?"
"I don't watch the news, so I'm not sure."

They murmured among themselves while staring at me.

"How much was that medicine?"

Han-Seok, who had been quiet, asked me.

"I don't know. They just gave it to me."
"They just gave you medicine that removes scars?"
"Yeah. I think they gave it to me to improve their image since Cheonmun Guild is moving to this area."
"Wow, I'm jealous."

Han-Seok, who kept making envious faces, pinched my cheek.

"Feel how firm it is. They didn't just remove your scars; they made you younger. With your current looks, I'd believe you if you said you were in your twenties."
"Twenties? I'd believe him if he said he was a teenager!"

Ha-Cheon, who was standing nearby, chimed in.

"But you still only have one viewer?"
"Yeah."
"Where the hell are you broadcasting that you only have one viewer? I couldn't find your channel anywhere..."
"I told you I broadcast on Neotube."
"That's what I'm saying, look."

He took out his phone, went to Neotube, and searched for "Retired Mercenary."

"See, your channel isn't... huh?"

[Retired Mercenary]
[Subscribers: 2]

"It's showing up?"
"What's going on? Just a moment ago... AHHH!"

Han-Seok, who had been muttering, looked behind me and clutched his chest in surprise.

"Hello? We met at the pub before, right?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sleeping in the bed, had somehow appeared behind me and was greeting my colleagues.


* * *


"Why is she with you?"
"....."

I didn't know what to say. I glanced at Cha Ah-Ram, who was making coffee in the kitchen.

"I told you to be careful. Don't you know the rumors about Cha Ah-Ram? So many Hunters have died after getting involved with her... Are you really okay?"

He looked at me with worried eyes.

"I'm not sure if it'll suit your taste."

At that moment, she distributed paper cups on a tray to my colleagues sitting on the sofa.

"Ah... yes... I'll enjoy it. Thank you."

Even though I was the homeowner, Cha Ah-Ram was making and serving coffee, which felt strange.

"Wow, I'll pass this down as a family heirloom."

The immature youngest member kept smiling as he held the coffee she had made, expressing his gratitude.

"Thank you, I'll enjoy it."

Even Han-Seok finally erased his displeased expression and bowed his head to her.

"Um... now that you're awake, shouldn't you be going?"

I carefully suggested that it was time for her to leave.

"I'd like to stay longer, but since you keep telling me to go, I guess I should."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been thoroughly ignoring my words until now, grabbed her coat from the chair.

"Then I'll be going. Ahjussi."

She gave me a faint smile and disappeared through the front door. After she left the living room, everyone remained silent for a while.

"I thought I was going to die."

The immature youngest member muttered, exhaling deeply. As if triggered by his action, everyone else relaxed and sank back into the sofa.

"What's your relationship with her?"

Han-Seok, who as an A-rank wasn't easily intimidated by Cha Ah-Ram's authority, immediately asked.

"I don't know either."

If I told them that the S-rank Cha Ah-Ram was following me around, whispering that she liked me, a C-rank, they'd think I was mentally ill, so I said I didn't know.

"Really? You really don't know?"

He asked again with a serious expression.

"Really."
"Ugh... this is driving me crazy. Why did you have to come to Goseong of all places and run into that woman?"

He put his coffee on the table in front of the sofa and scratched his head.

"Let's not do this. Come back up with us."
"I agree with Han-Seok. Young-Seok, don't stay here, come with us."

Even Dae-Cheol, who was usually quiet, agreed with Han-Seok.

"I'm fine."

More accurately, I wanted to go with them, but I couldn't predict what kind of whims she might have later, so I had to stay here.

"This is driving me crazy..."

Han-Seok, who couldn't hide his confused expression while staring at my face, stood up, grabbed my arm, and said:

"Let's talk for a moment."

He dragged me outside the house.

In the quiet backyard, we arrived at the spacious vegetable garden. Han-Seok stared at the garden for a while without speaking.

"Did she... get some dirt on you?"
"It's not like that."
"I've been thinking since you came back down here."

Han-Seok had a serious expression.

"I'm an A-rank, you know. A physical ability user at that. Does it make sense that someone like me would suffer from dehydration?"
"....."

I had vaguely suspected it. Having been by his side for a long time, I knew better than anyone that he had never fallen ill except for injuries inflicted by monsters.

"You're staying here because our lives are in danger, right?"
"...Yeah."

I had thought about it a lot. If I had nothing, I would have wanted to flee overseas. But I do have something. I have colleagues who risked their lives entering dungeons with me on this land.

My treasures. Even if I had to give up everything else, my colleagues are more precious to me.

"You crazy bastard."

Han-Seok reached out and grabbed my collar.

"Since when? Since when has that woman been coming in and out of this house?"
"...Since I came back down after going up to Seoul."
"Ahhh..."
"Han-Seok, I'm fine..."
"I'm not fine!!!"

He screamed at me, his anger reaching its peak, even though I wanted to comfort him by saying it was okay.

"Do you know what you mean to us?! How can you say it's okay when I know that woman is playing with you?!"
"Well... actually, I don't think she's coming here to play with me..."

This might be my misconception, but I decided to share my current feelings with Han-Seok.

"What do you mean? If the Witch isn't playing with you, why would she be at a C-rank Hunter's house..."
"She says she likes me."
"Huh?"

At my words, he stared blankly, as if he'd forgotten his anger.

"She says she likes me. She keeps asking for a chance. She keeps calling me oppa and ahjussi, kissing my cheek, and we even slept together in bed."
"...Huh?"

He kept repeating the same word, as if he'd broken down.

"Yesterday when Scavengers attacked the village, she saved me, fed me, and everything."
"Oh My God....!"

English words spilled from Han-Seok's mouth, who was so uneducated he didn't know any other foreign languages.


* * *


1:58 PM.

My colleagues filled the small master bedroom.

"We agreed to do 30 minutes more today, so you need to broadcast for a total of 1 hour and 30 minutes."
"...Sigh."

Han-Seok, still confused, let out a deep sigh.

"What's wrong, Han-Seok? Are you sick?"
"Damn... I wish I was just sick."

Understanding his feelings, I couldn't say anything, so I pressed the broadcast start button to change the atmosphere.

[Today is the day I collaborate with my former colleagues]

-Eunha~

As usual, viewer Saheung enters as soon as I turn on the broadcast.

"Saha~"
"What's 'saha'?"

The oldest among us, Jin-Kyu, asked me.

"It's short for saying hi to viewer Saranghanuncheongchun."
"That's complicated."

He pushed his large face into the small camera.

"Saha?"
-Move your face away!
"Tsk..."

After reading the chat, Jin-Kyu pulled back, looking hurt.

-Oh? Your face...
"Ah, it's not plastic surgery. Thanks to the new medicine, all my scars disappeared."
-Wow! You look really handsome now.

[Viewer Hanbalppenda has entered.]
[Viewer Jukgisireo has entered.]
[Viewer Au has entered.]
[.....]
[.....]

Usernames poured into the white chat box that had been dominated solely by Saheung until now.

-Oh? It's the Brass Party. Hi hi.
-Is this where the Brass Party broadcasts?
-I heard rumors that you give Hunter lectures, so I came.

"....."

As the chat suddenly scrolled up rapidly, becoming chaotic:

-Could you make me a manager?

I saw the familiar chat from Saheung.

"Yes, I'll do that."

[You have delegated manager authority to Saranghanuncheongchun.]

-Please chat only once every 30 seconds. Otherwise, you'll be 'kicked out'.

Click.

With her single message, the chaotic chat became quiet.

"Thank you."
-No problem^^ By the way, what content do we have today? I'm so excited. And you promised to do 30 minutes more today, right? Keep your promise.
"Of course."

I put on a confident expression and began introducing my colleagues behind me.


* * *


"Park Secretary."
"Yes."
"Aren't you managing those brats properly?"

At her thunderous command, he bowed his head repeatedly, phone in hand.

On the phone screen in Park Secretary's hand, Young-Seok and his colleagues were laughing.

[Retired Hunter]
[Viewers: 50]

"Type in the chat."

At her voice, Park Secretary, who had been intently watching the screen, quickly moved his fingers to type.

-Jukgisireo: Then please tell us some stories about entering dungeons.

"Are you crazy?"

Seeing the chat Park Secretary had typed, Cha Ah-Ram's face contorted.

"I told you to ask about his ideal type of woman or his hobbies, not questions like that!"
"I'm sorry..."

He clenched his teeth, squeezing his eyes shut in anticipation of her attack, but no blow came.

"This is really your last chance... do as I say."
"...Yes."

Normally, she would have crushed his fingers, cut off his legs, or killed him, but he was bewildered yet quick to grasp the opportunity she was giving him.

"Ahjussi..."

Cha Ah-Ram turned her gaze back to the large phone screen, repeatedly poking Young-Seok's face with her finger while smiling broadly.

Ch.20 - Ahjussi Is Mine. (4)
In the small bedroom, burly men are sitting in front of a small camera.

"It was so funny back then, wasn't it?"
"We agreed not to bring that up."
"What's the big deal? This could be considered a tip too."

I try to stop Han-Seok from sharing my embarrassing past, but he pushes me aside with a mischievous smile.

"Everyone knows how to deal with goblins, right? Well, this guy..."

Is he really going to reveal my embarrassing past on a stream that's not just for our regular viewer but has many new viewers for the first time?

"The moment you say that..."
"What? What are you going to do about it?"

Han-Seok grins smugly.

-LovingYouth: Please tell us quickly.
-DontWannaDie: What's your ideal type of woman, YouTuber?
-LeftoverHandler: We have the right to know!
-ScaredOfMyBoss: Goblin strategy? You absolutely must share this. My party had to retreat after losing three people to goblins.

The flood of chat messages makes my head spin.

"To attract viewers, you need to lower your image to rock bottom."

He whispers in my ear, quiet enough that the microphone won't pick it up.

"I don't want to gather viewers this way."
"You'll need money if you want to escape overseas, right?"
"..."

I grumble at him, but he speaks to me seriously.

"I told you not to go."
"You..."

Han-Seok glares at me.

"Viewers, could you wait a moment? We need to discuss our content. In the meantime, our youngest will sing for you. Jin-Sung, sing something. I'll be right back."
"M-me?"

Jin-Sung looks flustered but hangs his head at Han-Seok's stern look.

"I'll sing..."

Seeing Jin-Sung's resigned expression, Han-Seok immediately stands up and drags me out of the room.

"Do you actually believe what she said?"

He confronts me as soon as the door closes.

"..."
"Fine, let's say she likes you. But can you handle it? You're the one who's hit rock bottom and stayed there."

His words hurt, but they're all true.

"Do you think Cha Ah-Ram, who grew up with wealthy parents and got everything she wanted, will continue to like you? No way!"

He continues his passionate speech.

"I married my mother-in-law's daughter for love, but we fight whenever something goes wrong. Still, we're both A-rank, so neither of us is at a disadvantage financially or physically, which means we can compromise after arguments. But what about you?"

He explains the clear difference between C-rank and S-rank.

"People don't always feel just affection. In fact, sad, painful, and angry emotions occur more often than happy ones."
"...You're right."
"So, Young-Seok, just humor Cha Ah-Ram for a while, earn money through streaming or something else, and then escape overseas. That's how you..."
"What about you guys?"
"..."

I cut him off.

"Don't worry about us, just take care of yourself..."
"Do you think I could live comfortably that way?"
"You'll be fine."

He tries to smile, but only his lips curve upward while his eyes remain serious.

"Forget it."
"Young-Seok!"
"I said no."
"You'll die if you keep this up!"

As he says, if I get into an argument with her and she can't control her anger, one flick of her finger would end me like the monsters we've seen in dungeons.

I'm afraid of dying.

"Remember our motto?"

I ask him about our motto as he shakes my shoulders with a frustrated expression.

"Life is fleeting, we never know when we'll die."
"...We dedicate ourselves to protecting our comrades."

After I start the motto, he follows.

"What does the motto have to do with..."
"Why wouldn't it?"

Judging by Cha Ah-Ram's obsessive behavior toward me, she'll surely go after my comrades the moment I disappear.

He seems to understand my point and closes his mouth.

"I'm prepared."

I wanted a peaceful life.
I wanted to do everything I could... maybe not everything, but whatever was within reach.
But if this is my fate, I'll accept it.
That's why I gave her a chance.

"So... watch over me."
"..."


* * *

I return to the room, leaving Han-Seok sitting on the sofa as he didn't want to come back. Jin-Sung looks depressed.

"Why did you take so long?"
"Sorry."
"I'm never singing again, so don't ask me to."

Jin-Sung, the worst singer in our party, seems to have gotten an earful from the viewers.

-LovingYouth: Where did the person who left with you go?
"Han-Seok? He said he wanted to rest, so he's in the living room now."

I try to think of what to say next to continue the stream, but our conversation outside keeps replaying in my mind, making it hard to focus.

2:25 PM.

"I think I'll have to end the stream here for today."

Even though five minutes remain, I can't continue the broadcast any longer.

-LovingYouth: What? There's still five minutes left.
-DontWannaDie: No! Don't go! Please!!!
-ScaredOfMyBoss: F*ck, we're screwed.
(Message has been deleted.)

[ScaredOfMyBoss has been kicked out.]

"I'm really sorry. I'll stream 30 minutes longer tomorrow to make up for it."

I'm already mentally exhausted, so I can't accept the viewers' earnest pleas.

-LovingYouth: ㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠㅠ
"I'm really sorry. I'll end the stream now."

My heart feels heavy seeing LovingYouth's crying emoticons, but I operate the mouse and press the end button.

"Phew..."

As the screen goes black, Jin-Kyu, who was sitting on the bed, stretches out and sighs.

"That was intense."

Psssst. Psssst.

As Jin-Kyu lies down on the bed, the air freshener on the wall activates, spraying its contents which turn into smoke and fall under the bed.

"Let's have a meat party since we worked hard today."

The grill is already set up in the yard.
All my comrades except Jin-Kyu, who's lying on the bed with his eyes closed, head out of the room.

"Jin-Kyu?"
"..."

I shake him, but he doesn't respond.
Just to be sure, I place my finger under his nose and confirm he's still breathing.

"He must be tired."

I close the open window and turn off the lights so he can sleep properly, then leave the room.

"Wow!!!"

As I exit the room, I discover my comrades in the closet.

"What's all this?"
"Gifts we received."
"If I could just have this one..."
"Don't touch it."

Han-Seok, sitting on the living room sofa, warns Jin-Sung who was asking for just one outfit.

"Why only scold me?"

With a disappointed expression, Jin-Sung puts back the gray suit he had taken out.

"Hyung, who gave these gifts?"

Pyo-Nam asks me as he examines the price tags on the clothes.
Han-Seok and I exchange glances. Han-Seok shakes his head.

"It's from someone I helped before."

I lie.

"Ah... well, Young-Seok hyung definitely deserves these things."
"I'll go to the yard first and start grilling the meat. Come out when you're done looking around."

I leave them and head toward the front door. Hyun-Sang, who was sitting on the sofa, gets up and follows me.

"Hey."
"Even if you try to persuade me, I..."
"Just know this."

With a grim expression:

"If anything happens to you, I'll storm the Cheonmun Guild alone."
"...Say that when you're S-rank."

His words almost bring tears to my eyes, but I hold them back and playfully punch his chest.


* * *

"Was it you?"
"I'm sorry!"

Cha Ah-Ram looks at the man prostrating himself on the floor.

"Well, I'm screwed."

Click, click.

Cha Ah-Ram approaches him leisurely.
The man with his head to the floor squeezes his eyes shut at the approaching footsteps.

"If, if you give me one more chance, I promise I'll never make this mistake again."

Pause.

Cha Ah-Ram stops as she was about to reach out to punish him.

"Chance...?"

"Give me a chance."

Remembering how she had asked Young-Seok for a chance, she lowers her raised hand.

"Huff..."

Thwack!

She kicks the prostrate man in the stomach, sending him flying to the office door.
But the man, seemingly unaffected by the kick, tries to prostrate himself again.

"Get out."
"..."

Thinking he misheard, the man prostrates himself again, but then hears her repeat:

"I'll give you three seconds. Three... two..."

Thud.

Finally realizing she's giving him a chance, the man quickly opens the door and leaves.

Knock, knock, knock.

"Miss, it's Secretary Park."
"Come in."

Cha Ah-Ram, who was smiling while replaying the video of her dungeon date with the ahjussi, switches to an expressionless face as she lets Secretary Park in.

"Here are the materials you requested."

He places a stack of documents on the desk.

"And this is the list of people Hunter Kim Young-Seok has saved."

[List]
(Lee Ji-Eun, Oh Ha-Ri, Park Ji-Hye, Lee Na-Mi, Chu Ji-Gon.....)

Cha Ah-Ram's eyebrows twitch as she sees women's names from the very beginning of the list.

"Secretary Park."
"Yes."
"Look into the Brass Party."
"You mean the party Hunter Kim Young-Seok was in?"
"Yes, and also explore ways to improve the Cheonmun Guild's image to them."

From the first time she ate with the ahjussi at that shabby restaurant, she sensed their bond was special, but...

"If something happens to you guys because of me, my life would lose its meaning."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been eavesdropping on his conversation with that A-rank nobody, was certain then.
If she could win them over, she could get closer to the ahjussi.

"Yes, I understand."

After Secretary Park leaves with her orders, she stops the video she was watching and begins to examine the documents he brought.

Ch.21 - Streaming Day 5. (1)
Sizzle, sizzle.

On the grill and large pot lid, the meat drips juices while making a pleasant sound.

"It's not even cooked yet."

When Jin-Sung, who's impatient by nature, tries to grab the meat, I force him to put it back down with tongs.

"By the way, the air here is really nice. I might come here when I retire too."

Si-Eon, who performs the tank role at the front line among our colleagues, mutters while looking around.

"...Stay in Seoul where it's safer. Don't think about moving to the countryside."

Compared to the capital, security in rural areas is terribly vulnerable.

Scavengers, vagrants, and rural Hunters who only care about money.

In the capital, Hunters are concentrated, so they keep each other in check and maintain boundaries, but it's not like that in rural areas. Rural Hunters will do anything for their own benefit, and Scavengers hunt civilians and weaker Hunters.

The biggest problem is the vagrants. They move in groups and are willing to sacrifice their lives to get what they want.

"I'm a B-rank Hunter, so wouldn't I be fine? And I don't think I'm the only one who wants to come here..."

The colleagues around us nod at Si-Eon's words.

"As long as I'm alive, I won't allow anyone to bleed Young-Seok dry, so shut that nonsense and eat your meat."

At the words of Han-Seok, the only A-rank and Party Leader of the Brass Party, everyone closes their mouths and turns their attention to the nicely browning meat.

"It's cooked now, so let's eat..."

Before he can finish speaking, chopsticks start moving, putting the cooked meat into mouths.

"What about you?"

Han-Seok asks me as I quickly put more sausages and meat on the grill after seeing how fast the food is disappearing.

"I ate earlier."

Maybe because Cha Ah-Ram fed me? The breakfast I had earlier still makes me feel full.

"Is that so?"

Without further urging, Han-Seok also picks up his chopsticks and starts eating.


* * *


Scrub. Scrub. Scrub.

As I'm washing dishes, scrubbing the grill and pot lid with a steel scouring pad, Han-Seok approaches to help me.

"Life is really strange."
"....."
"It feels like being born kind is a sin."
"No regrets."
"......"

Not once have I regretted my actions.

"That's just like you. It wouldn't be Kim Young-Seok if you had regrets."

Han-Seok rubs the foam covering his hands on my back while shouting cheerfully.

"How long are you staying?"

Before coming down, they said they'd stay for three nights and four days, but because of Cha Ah-Ram, I'm afraid to keep my colleagues here any longer.

"Well... a week..."

Han-Seok tries to tease me with a mischievous expression but quickly turns his head backward.

"....."

I turn my head following his gaze.

"Ahjussi."

With numerous shopping bags in both hands, she enters and smiles brightly at me.

"Did you already eat? I hurried back so I could eat with you, hiing."

Han-Seok's face twists grotesquely as he watches Cha Ah-Ram's aegyo from the side.

"Why are you..."
"Ta-da...!"

As I try to ask why she came back again, she shows me what she was holding.

"What's this?"
"It's a gift."

More precisely, she looks at Han-Seok beside me, not at me.

"...I don't need it."

After seeing the contents, Han-Seok hesitates before finally refusing.

"May I ask why?"

She flicks her finger to place a folding chair next to Han-Seok, sits down, and asks.

"Just..."
"I don't like the word 'just.' Please tell me in detail. For example, say 'I won't accept it because it's from Cha Ah-Ram.'"

Though her voice is soft, hidden within it are demands and pressure. Han-Seok seems to notice as his expression hardens.

"We don't deserve to receive this."
"...Same thing."

Cha Ah-Ram mutters quietly and looks at me.

"Some other ahjussi also talked about knowing my place or whatever, but in the end, he accepted it. So please take this."

The contents of the shopping bag are "Potions," ranked as the number one item Hunters desperately want.

Potions that drop with an extremely low probability when defeating monsters.

Though not as valuable as Elixirs that can revive the dead, they're known to be able to keep someone on the brink of death alive.

It's said that even with a lot of money, you can't buy them, and they appear at auctions so rarely that you can count the occurrences in a year on your fingers. Now these potions are in the shopping bag.

"I cannot accept."

Han-Seok, who always sang about wanting potions and openly expressed his desire for them, refuses again, causing Cha Ah-Ram's smiling expression to flinch momentarily.

"Sigh....."

At his repeated refusal, a rough sigh escapes Cha Ah-Ram's lips, and I quickly poke his side.

"We'll gladly accept."

I reach out to accept it instead, but she doesn't let go of the shopping bag.

"I'm not giving this to you, ahjussi."

As if I don't matter at all, she says this while looking directly into Han-Seok's eyes.

"Are you sure you won't regret it?"
"Of course..."
"What if a colleague gets hurt in a dungeon?"
"We've been running dungeons without potions until now, and if someone gets hurt in the future, that's our fate..."
"Excuse me, A-rank Hunter? Or should I call you Han-Seok?"

Cha Ah-Ram, whose smiling face has turned cold, tells him the reality.

"Do you think your colleagues would accept it if they found out you refused potions? The fact that they could die from wounds that wouldn't be fatal if you had these potions?"


* * *


"Shit...! I'm an idiot."

After Cha Ah-Ram left, Han-Seok clutches the shopping bag and repeatedly blames himself.

"Even though you knew the situation, you still..."

Thwack.

I punch his self-blaming cheek.

"It's not your fault, I said!"

He stares at me blankly after my first use of violence.

"Having a potion means having one more life. So stop blaming yourself!"
"...This isn't a gift, it's hush money."

His voice weakens as he mutters quietly.

"So what if it's hush money?"

I pat his shoulder.

"If it keeps you all safe, that's what matters. Just think of it as potions falling from the sky."
"...I'm sorry."

In the end, he accepts the potions.

Although he had to accept them as the party leader responsible for his colleagues, as a friend, he tried to refuse.

In this world, how many people would refuse when offered potions?

"Still, when you refused the potions, I saw you differently."
"Differently? What about until now?"
"Just a strong idiot with no brains?"
"You bastard?"

Finally, his hardened expression softens into a smile.

This is enough. I may not be able to live a peaceful daily life anymore, but I'll at least try to protect the daily lives of my colleagues.

*Even if that path leads to hell...*


* * *


In the early morning when everyone is asleep.

Jin-Kyu hyung sleeps in the bedroom, while I and the rest of my colleagues lie down in the spacious living room.

Hiss. Hiss.

Cha Ah-Ram enters the messy living room and sprays something.

"This should be enough to keep him from waking up?"

Until now, Young-Seok had fallen asleep with the sleep fragrance set up on the bed, but since he's sleeping in the living room instead of his usual bed, Cha Ah-Ram takes this temporary measure and approaches the sleeping Young-Seok.

Standing above him, looking down, a smile forms on Cha Ah-Ram's face.

"Ahjussi..."

Sitting on his thigh, she spreads her jade-like fingers and strokes his chin.

"I wanted to kill them all, but I held back because I thought of you."

Making this confession, she overlaps her body on his and buries her face in his chest.

"I did well, right? Praise me."

She lifts his sleeping arm and places it on her back.

"Haa..."

She lifts her head, buries her nose in his neck, and takes a deep breath.

"This feels so good. When I'm close to your body like this, I feel alive. Do you feel the same, ahjussi?"

She asks, but Young-Seok doesn't answer.

"Someday... someday..."

Cha Ah-Ram, trying to fall asleep attached to his body again today, closes her eyes.

"I hope the day comes when ahjussi confesses to me..."


* * *


After giving the potions, Cha Ah-Ram didn't visit the house again until the day they returned to Seoul.

On the morning of the fourth day.

I watch them putting on their shoes at the front door.

"Thanks for the fun time."
"Hyung, can we come again next time?"

My colleagues prepare to return to Seoul with just one light bag each.

"Hey."

Han-Seok, who remained standing at the entrance after the others left, calls me.

"What."
"Sigh..."

With a troubled expression, he examines me.

"Are you really okay?"
"I'm fine."

I reassure him again.

"How can an S-rank fall for a C-rank? Teach me that secret."

He jokes with me, making a face.

"You... I recorded all that."

I take out my phone from my pocket.

"Let's see... what was your sister-in-law's number again?"
"...Hey! That's cheating!"

He reaches out to snatch my phone, but my body isn't what it used to be. I quickly back away and avoid his hand.

"I wonder how interesting it would be if your sister-in-law heard everything from 'your mother-in-law's daughter' to what I just recorded... what do you think?"
"How could you do this to me after how I raised you! Stabbing me in the back like this?"

He shouts, but his lips hold a smile.

"I'll send everything if you keep worrying. Now go back to Seoul with peace of mind."
"Sigh... alright. Then I'll be going now."

Having shaken it all off, Han-Seok sighs and tries to pass through the front door, but suddenly rushes at me and snatches the phone from my hand.

"You bastard. This is too much."

He quickly taps the screen with his fingers and swipes to the side.

"Hey, where's the recording app?"
"There isn't one."
"Don't lie."

At his urgent action, I finally burst into laughter.

"Hehehe. There really isn't one. I just made it up."
"Really nothing?"

Despite my laughter, his narrowed eyes don't leave the phone screen.

"If you're that worried, just take it with you."

Thud.

He immediately throws the phone back to me.

"If by any chance my mother-in-law's daughter brings this up to me? Then we're both dead."

He walks toward the front door while threatening me. As I try to follow him out with a smile, he pushes me back with his hand.

"What kind of send-off is this between men?"
"Right... take care."
"Take care of yourself too, and call if anything happens... got it?"
"Got it."
"Then I'm really going."

He pats my shoulder and runs to where our colleagues are waiting.

Though it was a very brief moment, the happy times spent with my treasures begin to flow again like a flowing river.

Ch.22 - Streaming Day 5. (2)
After my companions left, a sense of loneliness and emptiness washed over me.

I started cleaning up the evidence of their visit—beer bottles, empty bags, and dishes piled high in the sink.

Warm sunlight streamed into the darkened living room, making the spots I'd wiped sparkle.

"That should do it."

[08:24]

Still too early to start streaming.

Better get some work done.

Because the kids came over, I only managed to water my garden patch without properly tending to it. After changing into comfortable clothes, I headed to the backyard where small weeds had sprouted throughout the tilled soil.

"Sigh..."

The Elixir-infused medicine I took must have significantly enhanced my body, because unlike the first time I pulled weeds, this wasn't tiring at all and finished much faster. Now I just need to go into town to buy fertilizer.


* * *


When I arrived in town, my eyes widened in surprise. Just a few days ago, there were only scattered buildings and few people, but now new structures had sprung up everywhere with crowds filling the streets.

"Is this a hidden camera prank..."

Especially strange was that towns visited by Scavengers usually turned into ghost towns, completely shattering everything I thought I knew.

I turned off my motorcycle, parked it in a quiet spot, and walked into town.

"Young man! Come check out our freshly caught fish today!"
"Quality Hunter equipment at affordable prices!"
"Looking for Hunters with physical abilities to enter the nearby Lizardman Dungeon. Tanks get 10% of the loot, DPS gets 6%!"

The once-quiet town had suddenly transformed into something resembling Seoul's bustling streets. I walked through, bewildered by the change.

"Did the government provide support?"

It's possible, considering the Cheonmun Guild that once supported Seoul had relocated here.

Scanning the numerous new buildings, I arrived at where I remembered the flower shop used to be.

"Huh..."

The hole-in-the-wall flower shop I knew had transformed into...

[Ilseon Flower Shop]

A franchise store operated by Ilseon, the number one company in the floral industry.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

As I pushed open the door...

"Welcome to our first-time customer!"

About five employees greeted me with party poppers.

"...Hello?"

Embarrassed by this unprecedented welcome, I tried to quickly buy fertilizer and leave, but—

"I'm Lee Ki-Hu, the manager of the Goseong branch. We have a gift for our first customer. Would you follow me?"

A dignified man with a nice mustache beckoned me to follow.

"....."

Since he was offering something free, I couldn't refuse and followed him.

"Kieeeek!"

As we went deeper into the store, I saw rare plants that showed why Ilseon was the industry leader. Among them was a plant-type monster collected from a Dungeon.

"Don't worry, the cage is electrified."

Noticing me staring at the plant monster, the manager reassured me as we went even deeper.

"......"

At the very back of the store, various displays showcased everything from unknown colorful flowers to trees.

"Our store has an event where we give the first customer their choice of anything here."
"For free?"
"Yes, even if you were just browsing, we'd still give you something, so please feel free to choose one without pressure."

The old saying that liking free things makes you bald is outdated. In today's world, I've learned the hard way that you should take what you can get, so I started looking at the plants without hesitation.

[Orichalcum Plasti]

Starting with flower pots made from orichalcum ore...

[Peacock Cactus]

A rare cactus flower that only blooms at night and lives for just a few hours.

"Can I have this?"

But I passed all of those and selected one particular flower.

[Juliet Rose]

"There are many more expensive plants, yet you chose this. May I ask why?"

The manager approached and asked me.

"It's familiar."

The scent that always emanates from my body when I wake up matches perfectly with the fragrance of these Juliet Roses before me.

"I understand. How many would you like?"
"Isn't it just one?"
"We don't hold this event just to give away a single flower."

The manager smiled confidently. Feeling mischievous, I replied:

"Then can I have all of them?"

I asked for all the Juliet Roses displayed before me.

"Certainly. Please enjoy looking around the store, and when you leave, give us your address so we can deliver them to your home."

He responded as if he'd been waiting for this request.

I thanked him and browsed the store, looking for fertilizer. Finding the display with bags of fertilizer, I picked up three and headed to the checkout.

"I'll help you with your purchase."
"Here you go."

I handed the employee my Cheonmun debit card—one of the few remaining card companies that had been acquired by her.

Beep.
Whirrrr.

After the payment was processed, the employee handed me my card and receipt.

"We'll deliver the Juliet Roses you selected as your gift along with the fertilizer you just purchased. Please write your address and phone number here."

She gave me a piece of paper and a pen.

Scribble, scribble.

I wrote down my home address and phone number and returned it.

"Due to the large quantity of roses, delivery might take some time. Is that okay?"
"That's fine."

After completing my purchase, I headed toward the exit.

'Should I go home now? Or...'

I was thinking about exploring the changed town to see what new buildings had appeared when—

"Customer."

The manager from earlier approached me again.

"Do you know the flower language of the Juliet Rose you chose?"
"Flower language? I'm not sure."

Truthfully, I only knew it was a rose; I just learned today that roses come in different varieties.

"The Juliet Rose symbolizes a vow of love."
"That's beautiful."
"Indeed. Because it represents a lifetime of love, it's often used in bridal bouquets."
"A bride... That has nothing to do with me. Thank you for your kindness."
"Goodbye, first customer."

As I opened the door to leave, I faintly heard the manager's voice behind me.

Because of my stream, I decided to explore the town another time. I quickly bought some groceries and snacks, then rode my motorcycle home.

When I arrived home, I placed the groceries on the table and had a simple meal of bread and a drink.

Now, I received those free roses, but where should I plant them?

I went outside and looked around for a suitable spot, but couldn't find one.

"Huh?"

Then I noticed a spot in the far corner of the backyard with bricks arranged around it. It looked like the previous owner had used it as a flower bed.

"I can plant them here."

Seeing the weeds and stones that had accumulated from neglect, I rolled up my sleeves and cleaned the area to prepare for the roses.

"Phew..."

Now I just need the fertilizer and roses to arrive.

"A vow of love..."

Suddenly, I remembered the flower language the manager told me about, and another person flashed through my mind.

Slap!

I hit my cheek with my palm.

"Get it together."

Quickly erasing the person I just thought of, I went back inside.


* * *


"Ahhh..."
-Eunha~
"Can you hear me?"
-Yes~ I can hear you clearly.

Good, at least the microphone is working.

-When are you turning on the camera?
"I think it's broken."

Maybe because I bought a cheap one? I've barely used it and it's already not working.

-Have you tried hitting it? Machines and humans both work better after being hit.

Tap, tap, tap.

I brought the microphone close and made sounds of tapping the camera.

"Unfortunately, I'll have to stream without the camera."
-Heehee... But I want to see your face, mister.

It's creepy when a man keeps saying things like that. Goosebumps spread all over my body as I shuddered.

"I'll buy a new camera within this week, so please be patient."
-Really?

For a moment, I considered continuing without a camera after Saecheong's comment, but a man's word is his bond—I made the promise, so I'll keep it.

"Yes."

I enter StarCraft's online mode, continuing from last time.

"It's just Saecheong again today."

After streaming with my companions, I feel a little lonely seeing only Saecheong filling the chat.

[JukgiSilheo has entered]

JukgiSilheo: Eunha?

At that moment, the viewer I saw before entered the stream and greeted me, bringing a smile to my previously gloomy face.

"Jukha~ You're back. Nice to see you."

I welcomed him warmly. But my happiness was short-lived...

JukgiSilheo: What color are your underwear today?
"...Pardon?"

The viewer JukgiSilheo suddenly asked about my underwear color. Then Saecheong, who was still set as my moderator, sent a message:

-SaranghanaeChungchun: JukgiSilheo viewer^^ This is a warning. If you continue with such low-class comments, you'll be kicked out.
-JukgiSilheo: I'm sorry!!!
"Saecheong, I'm fine with it."

I wasn't offended. Just a bit surprised. As someone who's watched big YouTubers' livestreams, I'm familiar with the "what color is your underwear today" meme.

"It's a mix of black and gray."
-SaranghanaeChungchun: Kyaak!! Pervert!
-JukgiSilheo: Thank you ㅠㅠㅠ I will definitely repay this kindness.
"Huh?"

Confused by JukgiSilheo's message, I realized we needed to get back to the game.

"Let's start the game and continue chatting."

[1:1 Beginners Only]
[1:1 Absolute Beginners Welcome!]
[1:1 Fast Game Beginners Welcome]

Grind.

Seeing these phrases I hate on screen, I automatically gritted my teeth.

-SaranghanaeChungchun: If it's too much pressure, how about playing against the computer?
"The computer?"

I snorted and said:

"I have... 11 years of experience grinding in Dungeons."
-JukgiSilheo: Fighting!
"Thank you."

Plus, I have something else to rely on—my significantly enhanced physical abilities. With that confidence, I entered a 1:1 beginner room.


* * *


"You... did well."

After serving Cha Ah-Ram for 10 months now, Park Secretary—who miraculously survived unlike other secretaries who didn't last even a month—received praise from her for the first time.

"Thank you."
"Keep writing exactly that kind of chat."
"Yes, ma'am."
"...I like you today."

Cha Ah-Ram turned her head back to the screen.

"How's the village progress?"
"Currently, 4,305 vagrants have joined, and a total of 247 buildings have been constructed."

Park Secretary, who had been typing on his phone, answered her question.

"Increase it more."
"Understood."
"His face isn't showing!"

Frustrated that she couldn't see the man's face, Cha Ah-Ram suddenly brightened as if she'd had an idea.

"I'm going out. You take care of business in my place."

Irresponsibly dumping everything on Park Secretary, she hurriedly left the office.

Ch.23 - Streaming Day 5. (3)
I got it! Here's the translation:

Got it!
Argh~!
Argh~!

I control twelve aliens with daggers in both hands, eliminating those cowardly gunners.

"Hehe..."

Unlike before, I show off my dazzling control with newfound confidence.

[Nuclear Launch Detected]

At that moment, my speakers blare the nuclear attack warning.

"What the?"

I quickly press the map button to return to my base and check where the red dot is marked.

BOOM!!

The probes mining minerals vaporize in an instant.

"....."

My zealots, which I failed to notice while searching for the nuke.

One by one, they turn red and disappear.

"No, no way..."

If I win this match, user "DeathHater" promised to donate 50,000 won!

I absolutely cannot lose.

With fierce determination in my eyes, I continue producing probes from the burning Nexus and evacuate my surviving zealots to the inner base.

I press H to hold them on the hill and carefully manage the new probes coming from the Nexus to gather minerals again.

[Nuclear Launch Detected]

*I will definitely win this time.*

I try to hold out stubbornly, but this time two red dots appear directly on my base.

-LovingYouth: Evacuate quickly.

I don't have enough minerals to rebuild the Nexus after it's destroyed.

"Photo..."
-Photo?

Just as I'm berating myself for not building photon cannons.
The two red dots disappear and two nuclear missiles simultaneously drop on my burning Nexus.

BOOM!

[Me]: GG
[You Die]: One more game?
[Me]: KIN

Do you want to exit the game?
[Y / N]

I immediately press Y.

"I don't think this game suits me."

I carefully say while checking the reactions of my two viewers.

-LovingYouth: That happens! Let's find another game.
-DeathHater: Nobody can be good at everything. By the way, have you ever liked a girl?
"A girl I liked? Hmm... yes, I did."

As a teenager in school rather than Hunter Kim Young-Seok, I did like a girl.

The class president who always woke me up when I was sleeping on my desk and lent me her notes.
Now only the feeling of having liked her remains, but her face is too blurry to recall.

-DeathHater: You did?
-LovingYouth: Who was she?

The two viewers immediately type in chat as soon as I finish speaking.

"I can't even remember her face anymore."

To recall her face after eleven years filled with joy, happiness, frustration, and anger that have completely filled my memory would be impossible.

-LovingYouth: What about her name?

Why are they asking for her name?
I want to keep the innocent feeling of liking the class president buried in my heart without revealing it to anyone.
It's a trace of my youth.

"That's a secret."
-LovingYouth: If you don't tell me, I'll go crazy!

[Viewer DeathHater has donated 10,000 won.]
(Please, can't you tell us?)

"I just want to keep this buried in my heart. No matter how much you press, I won't say anything."

-DeathHater: Ah.....
-LovingYouth: Then just tell us this. Do you still like that woman?

This feels like an interrogation?
But thinking they might be curious about my past, I open up.

"Of course not. It was just back then."
-DeathHater: Phew... that's a relief.
"...Huh? What's a relief?"

Is it a relief that I've only had unrequited love and am still single?
That makes me feel a bit bad...

-LovingYouth: So Ahjussi, is that the only woman you've ever liked?

Since I answered once, the viewers keep asking. I think I need to draw a line here.

"Why do you keep asking questions about my personal life?"
-LovingYouth: Should I not ask such questions?
"Yes, please refrain from asking about personal information."
-LovingYouth: Okay.

Thankfully, they don't seem offended and respond right away.

But I wonder why only 2 viewers are here when there were clearly 50 viewers during the collaboration stream.

My colleagues even promised to watch my stream...

"The streaming exposure system seems strange."

I start the conversation thinking the viewers might know better than I do.

-LovingYouth: What do you mean?
"Last time 50 people watched, but now we're back to the original state."
-LovingYouth: New Neotubers usually have few viewers. Some people stream for a month with zero viewers, you know?
"Really?"

As Hunter jobs gradually disappear, finding a career that suits one's aptitude is like catching stars from the sky.
So there must be many Hunters like me trying to earn income through streaming.
Understanding that I'm just one of those people makes sense.

-LovingYouth: But your stream is fun, so it will blow up soon.
"I hope so."

Originally, I didn't care whether I had few or many viewers. I started streaming not to chase profits but to make people laugh.
But.....

*Not anymore.*

As long as Cha Ah-Ram keeps eyeing me.
I need to build power through means other than force.
Even someone at the top like her wouldn't turn the world against herself.

With my ability as merely a Porter, I can't oppose her, and my money and social position don't even compare to the dirt under her toenails.
So I need to build the power of my "Retired Mercenary" Neotube channel to oppose her even a little.

The words of a Neotuber with over a million subscribers spread rapidly in a society with a drastically reduced population... Believing in that, I need to gather viewers somehow.

-LovingYouth: Fighting!
"I will definitely get that Gold Button."

I make this pledge and look at the bottom of the screen.

[14:57]

*Time to end the stream.*

I've heard that increasing streaming hours is one way to grow viewers, but I'll figure that out gradually. For today, I'll end the stream now.

I hover my mouse over the end button.

"It's almost time to end the stream, so I'll finish a bit early today. Thank you everyone for watching my stream."
-See you.
-See you.

Surprisingly, the viewers aren't asking me to stream longer.
Maybe because I don't have my camera on, they don't seem to have any lingering attachment.

With mixed feelings of relief and disappointment, I press the end button.

* * *

Young-Seok's countryside house.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been watching Young-Seok from afar through the small window of the bedroom, stares at the blackened screen before calling Park Secretary.

"Park Secretary."
[Yes.]
"Call the Neotube CEO and tell them to lift the exposure restriction."
[By lifting the restriction, you mean...?]

While staring intently at Young-Seok sitting in his chair with a dark expression,

"I think he'll get suspicious if we keep blocking it."

Cha Ah-Ram had spent all day reading the report containing Ahjussi's past activities.
As a result, unexpected figures kept popping up.

*To think he's connected to Kim Se-Bong as well.*

Korea had many Hunters with strong abilities.
Among those strong Hunters, there was one who could supposedly stand up to her—Hunter Kim Se-Bong.

First-generation Hunter.
Longest-serving S-rank Hunter.
The Good One.
The Suppressor.

These were the aliases for Kim Se-Bong.

Eleventh-generation Hunter.
Youngest S-rank Hunter.
The Evil One.
The Witch.

Unlike her, he had completely opposite aliases.

Because of that, Hunters in Seoul, unlike those in the provinces, don't easily commit crimes.

The fact that Kim Se-Bong, an impressive Hunter who could supposedly stand up to her, was connected to Ahjussi genuinely surprised her.
And that wasn't all.

Members of the National Assembly, executives who served as pillars of the Hunter Association, numerous C-rank Hunters... even the Blue House Chief of Staff whom she looked down on but who still kept the country running...
Although Ahjussi didn't know their identities, her investigation revealed they were tacitly helping him.

*No wonder...*

This world is dangerous for Hunters below B-rank.
Their lifespans are extremely short—so short that being a civilian would be better.

And the D-rank and C-rank Porters.
Their average lifespan is only 3-5 years, which is incredibly short.
They die in dungeons, from monsters when Waves break, and even at the hands of high-ranking Hunters like herself.

And most of those who die have personalities similar to Ahjussi.
Those with a wide sense of responsibility who can't tolerate injustice.
In this world where their beliefs are easily broken because they lack power, it's amazing that Ahjussi has survived for 11 years with such honesty, which was another reason she was attracted to him... but to think he had backing...

*That's even better.*

She believes that a man worthy of her should be at least this capable.
Of course, she doesn't dislike the current Ahjussi, but the more abilities, the better.

"Instead, tell them to manipulate the viewer count."

Considering that an executive from the Hunter Association came to that shabby place called Pung-Yo Pub, it's only a matter of time before things connect.

*Rather, increase the viewer count and fill it with kids.*

She has the Cheonmun Guild.

[Understood.]
"Ah! And..."

Just as she was about to hang up, she quickly speaks as she sees Young-Seok standing up from his chair and fiddling with the broken camera.

"It seems Ahjussi will go out to buy a camera soon, so have one made that looks cheap on the outside but has the highest quality components inside, and place it where he'll find it."
[Yes.]

Click.

After hanging up, Cha Ah-Ram watches Young-Seok disappear from the bedroom with the camera, contemplating whether to visit him or not before finally returning to the Cheonmun headquarters.

Ch.24 - Streaming Day 5. (4)
I turned on a stream of someone playing an RPG online game with flashy impact effects.

[Viewers: 17,881]

"Argh! Getting ambushed from over there."

When the streamer's character died from a surprise attack by a monster summoned next to the boss, he grumbled and switched to the perspective of another character who had survived.

"Wow!!!"

The character from the new perspective skillfully dodged numerous boss attacks while continuously striking at every opening.

"B-rank physical Hunter is really something."

I watched in admiration as the character, the sole survivor, ignored the summoned monsters and focused solely on attacking the boss.

"Finally!!! World's first clear of Hell Mode Saraki!"

When the character controlled by the B-rank physical Hunter finally defeated the boss without taking a single hit, the streamer jumped up from his chair and cheered.

"His way of speaking..."

While watching the stream, I analyzed everything he did in a notepad I had open beside me, and realized the difference between his broadcast and mine.

The way Saecheong calls me "Ahjussi" and various other things make me think my broadcast doesn't match the current trend.

"Ah... Hello there, all my viewers?"

I awkwardly try to imitate his speaking style.

"I-I can't do this."

It seems impossible to do while sober.

"Let me think about this slowly."

As my mind grows increasingly confused from watching the stream, I struggle to collect myself and type potential elements for becoming popular into my notepad.

* * *

"So Cheonmun Guild went down to Goseong because of a man?"
"Yes."

The Hunter Association, which manages Hunters in Seoul, the capital of Korea.
An organization created by S-rank Hunters rather than the government, it's more trusted than the government itself.

In an office located in the basement of the Hunter Association building, Hunters with serious expressions are holding a meeting.

"You're telling me the great Cha Ah-Ram went after a man?"

The Hunter sitting at the head seat asks incredulously to the Hunter giving the report.

"Yes, the man's name is Kim Young-Seok."

Flinch.

Some of the Hunters in the meeting room visibly flinch at the name.

"He has 11 years of experience as a Hunter. C-rank material-type ability, Mass Transformation. He retired a month ago and is currently in Goseong."
"Wait a minute...?"

The man at the head seat tilts his head while listening to Kim Young-Seok's profile.

"That name sounds familiar... Ah? That Hunter?"

Though he's in a position where he doesn't need to remember the names of C-rank Hunters, he definitely remembers the name Kim Young-Seok.

"Isn't he the Hunter who was at the Yeongdeungpo dungeon when the monster Wave hit three years ago?"

The day the Wave hit. The Hunter who single-handedly blocked the dungeon entrance with all kinds of cars and furniture to prevent monsters from pouring out.
The man asks, his memory of that day still vivid.

"Yes, Kim Young-Seok was a former member of the Brass Party, and Cha Ah-Ram is currently following him. Would you like to see this?"

Click.

Images begin to project onto the previously dark wall of the meeting room.

"This is Neotube."

[Retired Hunter Channel]
[Subscribers: 3]

"This is the Neotube channel that retired Hunter Kim Young-Seok started after moving to Goseong, Gyeongsangnam-do."

Even though they're Hunters who risk their lives on the front lines, they're familiar with the Neotube platform.
However, when shown a channel with only 3 subscribers, they give questioning looks to the Hunter presenting.

"Please look at this."

As he moves to the next screen, the Hunters' expressions change dramatically.

"Just an hour ago, former Hunter Kim Young-Seok's channel wouldn't appear even if you searched for it."

(Please enter correctly.)

When "Retired Hunter" was typed in, only a message asking to enter correctly appeared on the Neotube screen.

"Why are you showing us this?"

The Hunter at the head seat asks calmly.

"There are very few Hunters in the world who have enough influence to pressure Neotube."

Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Se-Bong, Michael Swain, Natasha, and others... Hunters with exceptional abilities even among S-ranks flash through everyone's minds.

"And here's former Hunter Kim Young-Seok who went to Goseong and Cha Ah-Ram who met him in Seoul."

Photos appear in sequence: one taken in front of the Hunter Association building entrance, another of them entering Pung-Yo Pub together, and another of them standing side by side in front of a duck restaurant.

"It's clear that Cha Ah-Ram has some kind of feelings for former Hunter Kim Young-Seok."

Cha Ah-Ram.
Every country has S-rank Hunters, though not many.
Among them, she's known as the Witch who has the blood of more Hunters on her hands than anyone else, and possesses the strongest ability.
While they had only ever seen her with an expressionless or languid face, in the photos, she's smiling brightly.

"Hmm....."

The Hunter at the head seat looks at her expression in the photos and quietly asks.

"Are you saying the Cheonmun Guild moved their headquarters from the capital to Goseong because of a C-rank Hunter?"
"Yes."

The reporting Hunter's expression is full of certainty.

Currently, with the Cheonmun Guild headquarters having moved to Goseong, numerous guilds are swarming like bees to fill the vacancy in the capital.

So far, there have been no casualties, but if a fight breaks out between guilds soon, the capital might follow the same path as the Papal States.

"To calm the current situation, we need to urgently bring former Hunter Kim Young-Seok back to the capital."

As he suggests using Kim Young-Seok, one Hunter who had been quietly listening raises his hand.

"That's not possible."
"Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"

Everyone is surprised when Hunter Kim Se-Bong, who usually doesn't speak during meetings, suddenly raises his hand in opposition.

"May I ask why you say it's not possible?"

The reporting Hunter looks at Kim Se-Bong and asks.

"A young man who has been protecting our country has finally retired to find a peaceful life. And now..."

Kim Se-Bong's expression hardens.

"Are you going to call him back to hell because of Hunter Cha Ah-Ram? I oppose this."

At Kim Se-Bong's statement—who is rumored to be close to Cha Ah-Ram—the faces of the Hunters who had been nodding along with the idea of using Kim Young-Seok show ripples of doubt.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

The Hunter at the head seat also speaks with a hardened expression.

"We all desire peaceful lives, but we're in hell for the sake of our country and, more broadly, for humanity. Also, while former Hunter Kim Young-Seok has retired, he's still a civilian with abilities. I don't think we should treat him as just a civilian because he's retired."
"Sigh....."

In response to this confrontation, Kim Se-Bong sighs.

"Association President."

Glaring at him.

"Let me say it again."

Boom.

All the Hunters seated begin to stagger.

"Don't use Hunter Kim Young-Seok. This is not a request."

Screech.

Though all the Hunters turn pale, Kim Se-Bong doesn't withdraw his intimidating aura as he stands up and walks toward the exit.

"What I'm saying now... is a warning. If you try to use Hunter Kim Young-Seok..."

Creak.

Pushing through the thick iron door, Hunter Kim Se-Bong whispers softly without turning his head.

"I will no longer hold back Hunter Cha Ah-Ram. Remember this. Don't use him. Let him live his peaceful life."

Creak.

He slips through the partially open iron door and closes it.

Hunter Kim Se-Bong, now outside the meeting room.

Stroking his wrinkled face with his fingers.

"How did Cha Ah-Ram..."

He recalls when he first met Young-Seok.
In Myeong-dong, once a popular spot for foreigners, there was an S-rank dungeon that no one had discovered.

Monster Wave.
Though the cycle varies by dungeon, on average, if monsters aren't hunted for a year, they all burst out from their confinement.

And the undiscovered dungeon in Myeong-dong was S-rank.

When many Hunters lost their lives to the high-ranking monsters pouring out, everyone fled.
At that time, even Cha Ah-Ram hadn't awakened yet.
But Kim Young-Seok, a C-rank Hunter with no offensive abilities, didn't run away and held his ground.

'You should escape while you can.'

Unable to bear seeing a young life wasted, he had spoken to Kim Young-Seok, but.

'I am running away.'

He had given a puzzling answer.

'Running away? What are you talking about? Don't say that and quickly get to the rear...'
'Hunter.'

He had smiled at me and said:

'Don't tempt me to run away from fear.'

In a world where dungeons appeared and Hunters emerged, he had admired the only one trying to maintain his principles.
And even after that, Hunter Kim Se-Bong had watched from afar as he continued to uphold his beliefs, and now he smiles gently.

"It's late, but now I'll protect you."

Though he has retired, Kim Se-Bong believes that the world needs people like him and makes a resolution.

* * *

Cha Ah-Ram watches Young-Seok playing on the monitor with her feet up on the desk.

Knock knock knock.

"Agassi, it's Park Secretary. May I come in?"
"Come in."

She takes her legs off the desk, pauses the video, and looks at Park Secretary as he enters.

"The Hunter Association has caught on."
"Faster than I expected. My parents?"

She asks, thinking of her parents.

"They seem to know."
"Really?"

Interlocking her fingers and stretching her arms upward.

"Should we make our move?"
"Yes, now that they've caught on, there's no reason to hesitate."

She answers Park Secretary's question.

"Mobilize everyone."
"Understood."

Park Secretary bows politely and leaves the office.

"The world you want, Ahjussi... I'll create it for you."

She immediately gets up and walks to where numerous clothes are displayed.

Ch.BONUS - IF. Dawn
In the dead of night.

As always, Cha Ah-Ram visits Kim Young-Seok, who is trying to sleep in his bed.

Silently.

"Ahjussi~ Ah-Ram is here."

Standing tall.

As she whispers seductively in his ear, the area between his legs begins to rise.

"It's hot today too."

Cha Ah-Ram grips the raised part of his pants to let him know, but Young-Seok, deep in sleep, doesn't respond.

With both hands, she pulls down his pants and underwear to his thighs.

"Hello? You're healthy today too."

Smooch.

Cha Ah-Ram kisses the tip of his twitching member, as if greeting it.

"Then I'll help you release what's built up today too."

As if understanding her words, his member begins to lengthen almost to his navel.

Drip.

She lets a bit of saliva drip onto the tip, rubbing the urethra with her index finger.

Slurp.

She parts her cherry-like lips and takes the tip into her mouth.

"Mmm~"

She cleans his member with her tongue while slowly moving her head back and forth.

"Mmmm."

With his member in her mouth, Cha Ah-Ram applies pressure with her lips, squeezing the throbbing shaft.

Splurt.

After about five minutes of movement, Cha Ah-Ram firmly grips his testicles, and his member, which had been enjoying steady pleasure, suddenly releases its fluid.

Gulp. Gulp.

Thick fluid discharges down her throat.
Though it's pungent, she doesn't mind and squeezes his testicles thoroughly, drinking all the remaining fluid.

When she finally removes her mouth, his glistening member appears, and she extends her tongue to lick it clean.

"Ahjussi..."

Cha Ah-Ram pulls his underwear and pants back up, then completely undresses herself and climbs onto the bed.

"I love you. I love you. I love you."

She whispers in his ear while embracing him tightly, but not enough to cause pain.

"You'll love Ah-Ram, right? You won't even look at other women, right?"

As always, before falling asleep, Cha Ah-Ram continues whispering into Young-Seok's ear for a long time.

Smooch.

She kisses him on the cheek.

"Good night. My love."

She closes her eyes and seeks sleep in his arms.

Ch.25 - Streaming Day 5. (5)
Thump, thump, thump.

I tilt my head curiously as I jump lightly.

"My body feels unusually light today?"

My movements are much smoother than usual.
Indeed, it's the new medicine containing Elixir.
Of course, the Cheonmun Guild only has three Elixirs.
The amount in the medicine I took probably contains just enough to give off a scent.
Nevertheless, I marvel once again at the effectiveness of Elixir, the ultimate remedy that can save lives, as I begin my morning training routine.

"Phew..."

Unlike before, I finish my training without breaking a sweat. Still, I head inside to shower and prepare breakfast as part of my routine.

Ding-dong.

While preparing breakfast, I hear the doorbell for the first time.

"Who could it be?"

Who would come this early in the morning?
An image of someone flashes through my mind as I approach the front door.

"Who is it?"
"It's Ah-Ram."
"I'm not religious."

My mouth responds immediately.

"Ahjussi! It's me, Cha Ah-Ram!"
"Not buying anything."

I shoot back like a steel wall, but...

"If you keep this up, I'll break down the door."
"....."

Surrendering to the S-rank's threat of violence, I open the door just a tiny crack to look at Cha Ah-Ram outside.

Whoosh.

Finding my narrow view frustrating, Cha Ah-Ram sticks her hand through the gap and forces the door wide open.

Thump.

She immediately jumps into my arms.

"Hello, Ahjussi?"

Her two dangerous weapons mercilessly collide with my chest.

"C-could you please get off me?"
"Didn't you miss me? I missed you so much..."

As I've felt before, she seems to thoroughly ignore what I say.

"What if someone sees us?!"
"Then I'll take responsibility for you, Ahjussi."

Isn't it usually the man who takes responsibility...?
As expected of an S-rank.
Even her thinking is different.

"Anyway, please let go!"

With my condition being particularly good today, I use all my strength to push away Cha Ah-Ram who's hugging me, but...

"Th-that area..."

Instead, she blushes and lowers her head.

"Ah... I'm sorry."

As I tried to push her away, I realized I was holding her hips and buttocks.

"If that's what Ahjussi wants..."
"That's not it!"

I shout in panic as she releases one arm from around my neck and tries to lower her pants.
Before others can see this scene, I quickly close the door.
Hoping she'll just eat and leave like before, I ask her:

"Sigh... So what brings you here today?"
"I came to play."
"What?"
"I came to play with you, Ahjussi. You'll play with me today, right?"
"That's something you do with friends..."
"I don't have friends. More precisely, I killed them all..."

She stops mid-sentence, closes her mouth tightly, smiles awkwardly, and avoids eye contact.

*I guess it'll be the same for me?*

Once again, I sense my impending doom.

"...Ah, I'm hungry."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been looking away, smells the soup I was cooking, breaks away from my arms, and quickly heads to the kitchen.

*I don't mind dying, but please don't harm my colleagues.*

Looking at her back with mixed feelings, I follow her to the kitchen, silently praying she won't be capricious.

"Mmm..."

She puts on the white apron I kept as a spare, picks up the ladle I had set out, and tastes the simmering soup.

"Delicious."

Though it's not inedible, it's worlds apart from what the chefs who prepare her meals would make. Yet her praise makes my heart flutter, reminding me of my mother.

My late mother would eat the burnt food I made and still give me a thumbs up saying it was delicious.

*Calm down...*

Pushing back the emotions her words are stirring in me:

"It's not fully simmered yet."

Not wanting to surrender control, I take the ladle from her and speak in a monotone voice.

"Tch..."

Seeming to understand what I'm doing, Cha Ah-Ram puffs her cheeks, which frightens me.
I wonder if she's annoyed by my behavior and try to read her mood.

"Then I'll make breakfast tomorrow."

Her puffed cheeks deflate as she pulls out a chair and sits down.

*Haah...*

Having experienced heaven and hell depending on her voice and actions, I let out a silent sigh of relief.

Bubble, bubble.

After repeatedly tasting with the ladle until the seasoning is just right, I turn off the heat and place the pot in the center of the table.

"Is this amount okay?"

I ask, showing her the rice I've scooped from the electric rice cooker.

"More. More. More. That's perfect."

I place the full rice bowl in front of her and scoop just enough for myself, setting it at my place.
I hand her chopsticks and a spoon as I sit down.

"Thank you for the meal."
"....."

I'm taken aback by her expression of gratitude, which is different from before.

"Am I pretty?"
"I-I'm sorry."
"Why are you sorry? I'd actually like you to keep looking at me."

Her sweet words try to blur my reason, but I pinch my thigh hard and think of my colleagues who are in dungeons even at this moment.

"No, I'll be more careful from now on."

Struggling to keep her outside the boundaries I've set, I start eating the steaming food to escape the situation.

I pick up my spoon, scoop a spoonful of rice, and reach for the spinach among the side dishes, when...

Plop.

She picks up the spinach with her chopsticks before me and places it on my spoon.

"You don't need to do that."

I try to resist, unlike before, but...

"Should I feed you then?"

Her follow-up attack finally makes me surrender.

Munch, munch.

Cha Ah-Ram, sitting across from me, takes a few spoonfuls, then rests her chin on her hand and smiles brightly while watching me.

"Doesn't it suit your taste?"

Was her earlier compliment a lie after all?

"No, it's not that... Just watching you eat makes me feel full."

Flush.

My cheeks heat up as Cha Ah-Ram repeats exactly what my mother used to say.

"...S-still, you should eat before it gets cold..."
"Sitting across from you, I can only see your face, so I can't eat."

Her shameless, relentless attacks cause my defenses to crumble helplessly.

Thump, thump, thump.

Once again, my heart pounds heavily.
Could it be...?
Is her plan to kill me by making my heart race too fast?

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"You look so cool today too."

My attempt to appear indifferent finally collapses under her attack.

After finishing the meal, Cha Ah-Ram stands at the sink, washing the empty dishes, insisting on doing the dishes herself.
Sitting in the chair, staring blankly at her, I can't even remember how I ate.

Drip.

The sound of running water stops as she shakes off the water from her hands and approaches me.

Flinch.

I hurriedly look away as she comes closer.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"Would you look me in the eyes when we talk?"

Dissatisfied with me speaking while looking away, she extends her delicate hand and forcibly turns my face toward hers.

Silver hair flowing down to her thighs, a small face about the size of my two fists, long eyelashes, black pupils, a straight nose, and red lips enter my vision, confusing me.
Her lips, red like cherries, part and:

"I like you so~ so much, Ahjussi."

A deadly poison flows out.

"....."
"When will you accept my feelings?"

I maintain stubborn silence despite the deadly poison.

"Usually, I really hate waiting."

She naturally sits on my lap and stares at me intently.

"But... because I love you more, much more deeply, I'll open your heart."

She stops my lips with her finger as I try to tell her there's no need to wait, to stop paying attention to me.

"Don't look at other women. Understand?"

A red light flickers in her pupils as she smiles sweetly, then disappears.


* * *


"Ahjussi?"

Cha Ah-Ram, lying with her head on my lap on the living room sofa, calls out to me.

"...What is it?"

I'm now afraid even when she just speaks to me.
Because I can't predict how her words will shake me.

"What do you think of me?"
"I'm not sure what you mean..."
"As a woman, I mean."
"....."

Her direct question makes me look up at the ceiling.

"Cha Ah-Ram is globally recognized for her appearance and..."
"I don't need their evaluation. I want to know your feelings."
"...You're too good for me."

Too good.
With these words, I try to put up a wall between Cha Ah-Ram and myself.

"So that means you do like my appearance?"

But she shatters the wall I built in an instant.

"Then I just need to make you like my personality too."
"....."

That will never happen, even if I die.

"An S-rank Hunter and a C-rank Hunter's romance. How would people view us if we announced it to the world?"

Cha Ah-Ram's face turns red as she grins and counts her chickens before they hatch.

"That won't happen."
"Really?"

She slightly lifts her head from my lap and asks me.

"Yes."
"Really?"

She raises her head more, getting closer to my face, and asks again.

"Yes."
"Ahjussi."
"...Yes?"

With her hand on my thigh, she sits up completely and comes close enough that I can feel her breath. With a sweet smile:

"Your face is very red."

I quickly turn my face away.

"Should I take that as a yes?"
"....."

Laying her head back on my thigh:

"Ah, this feels good."

She stretches her arms and makes a happy expression.

10 minutes...
30 minutes...
1 hour...

Time continues to pass, but Cha Ah-Ram shows no sign of leaving me.
Feeling anxious at her stillness, I decide to ask:

"When are you planning to leave?"
"Me? Hmm....."

Cha Ah-Ram thinks about my question and then:

"I was planning to sleep here tonight."
"What?!"

Sleep here?
Was my reaction funny?
She covers her mouth with her hand and laughs.

"Do I seem crazy?"
"....."

I want to say yes.

"I think I'm crazy too. But this moment feels much better than before."

She takes my idle hand and places it on her protruding chest.

"I didn't know how to love. Rather, I thought emotions like love were unnecessary..."

She meets my eyes with a deep gaze.

"Now that I'm experiencing love, I understand. I haven't wasted love until now because I was saving it all for you. So, Ahjussi..."

Thump, thump, thump.

"I like you. I love you. I'll take responsibility for you. So just stay by my side. Then I'll do anything you want."

The iron lock begins to crack.

Ch.26 - I'm Crazy (1)
I've lived on the battlefield for 11 years, constantly feeling tension and fear, always sensing death's breath. I thought I had nothing left to fear... but not anymore.

"I love you."

She's been in my home for less than two hours, but after hearing "I love you" hundreds of times, terror blooms in my heart.

"Um..."
"I love you so much, Ahjussi."

She whispers shyly while hugging me with her enormous chest.

"That's enough..."
"I love you so much that I can only see you."
"....."

Unable to continue speaking against her relentless attacks, I finally resign myself.

*No, wait.*

Let me think differently.
I reconsider all her actions so far.

*She hasn't harmed me.*
Rather, she saved me and gave valuable Potions to my teammates. At the very least, she doesn't intend to hurt me right now.

"Ahjussi... you're not thinking about another woman, are you?"

Cha Ah-Ram tugs at my ear as I'm lost in brief contemplation.
She stares at me with narrowed eyes.

"It's not like that."
"Then what were you thinking about?"
"About you, Cha Ah-Ram."

I imitate her exactly as she did to me.

Whoosh.

Cha Ah-Ram's face flushes as if about to burst.

"H-how can you say something like that so suddenly!"

She repeatedly fans her heated face with her palm.

*As expected...*

Though she boldly approached me with a thick skin, she's weak against counterattacks.

*Let's do this.*

I make a decision after observing her behavior.

"A-Ah-Ram."

I barely manage to say what I was thinking while hiding my cringing hands behind my back.

"...What did you just call me?"

She stops fanning and stares at me, dumbfounded.

"You asked me to call you Ah-Ram, didn't you?"
"....."

You're not the only one who can be brazen.
I've spent 11 years as a Porter, flattering demanding employers with a thick skin.
I take it a step further by dropping honorifics.

"Don't you like it?"

If she was just joking about wanting me to call her by name, I'm probably going to die soon.

"No! I love it!"

Instead of my fears coming true, Cha Ah-Ram throws herself into my arms, forcing me to fall to the floor.

"Say my name again."
"Ah-Ram."
"Say it again."
"Ah-Ram."
"Again! Again! Again!"

She chatters, rubbing her cheek against mine, constantly asking me to say her name.
As my life-threatening gamble succeeds, the tension melts away, leaving me drained.
I don't resist as she lies on top of me, continuously rubbing her cheek and smiling.

"Would you get off me?"
"No."

She restrains my body with her arms and legs, absolutely refusing to move.
I try to escape from her rampage, but she doesn't budge.

"Ahjussi. Ahjussi. Ahjussi. Ahjussi."

Looking at me with unfocused pupils, she keeps calling me, then:

"Let's get married."
"...What?"

I instinctively ask, forgetting I should be speaking informally.

"Marry me, Ahjussi."
"What are you talking about?! Marriage...!"

I barely regain my senses and try to stop her while speaking informally, but she licks my lips and:

"We can just get married now, right? Right? Right now..."
"We're not even dating and you're talking about marriage? Isn't that going too far?"

The concept that saying someone's name means we should get married doesn't exist in my mind.

"We can start dating, can't we?"

She asks, seemingly not understanding.

"We've only known each other for a week and you want to date?"
"What's the problem? I love you, and you've just opened your heart to me."

Oh no.
My mind goes blank as Cha Ah-Ram claims I've opened my heart to her just because I called her by name.

*What kind of life has she lived?*

I stare at her, speechless at her statement that exceeds what any normal person would think.

"Ahjussi, I only want to have one child. I hate the idea of sharing your love, but we need a child to continue the lineage."
"Child? One?"
"Should we do it right now?"

Riiip!

With her legs tightly wrapped around my thighs, she frees her arms, grabs my shirt, tears it sideways, and throws it away.

"Ahjussi~♥"
"N-no, we can't do this!"
"It's okay. I'll take care of everything."
"What do you mean take care of everything! Please calm down."
"Calm down?"

She looks at my chest with crazed eyes and smiles lewdly.

"How can I calm down when I've waited so long? Just stay still."

I try to use my freed arms to push myself up, but she immediately presses her hands against my chest, forcing me back down.

"I'm... a virgin."

She smiles shyly.

"I'll give my virginity to you."

I laugh bitterly at the situation of being devoured by a woman.

Ding-dong.

Just then, the doorbell rings throughout the house.
I'm about to scream for help when I remember that the person pinning me down is not an ordinary Hunter but Cha Ah-Ram, the pinnacle of S-rank Hunters.
If I call for help, my chances of being killed by Cha Ah-Ram would skyrocket.
She seems to realize this too, and smiles, whispering in my ear:

"I love you~♥"

Then she slowly begins to remove her clothes.

*Please... God. Buddha. Allah... help me.*

Cha Ah-Ram is definitely beautiful.
But I hate nothing more than sleeping with a woman without taking responsibility, and I've maintained that principle my entire life.

I desperately wish this were a dream, but this reality is no dream.
After completely removing her outer garment, I can see a thin white fabric revealing black underwear beneath.

"Just wait a moment."

Just as she's about to remove that too—

Boom!

A strong vibration shakes the floor, followed by a heavy sound from the entrance.

"How did they make a solid mithril door...?"

A small, middle-aged man enters the living room muttering, then:

"...Cha Ah-Ram? Hunter Kim Young-Seok?"

He calls out to Cha Ah-Ram straddling me and me pinned beneath her.

"Kim Se-Bong? What are you doing here?"
"I should be asking you that. What are you doing to a C-rank Hunter?"

Wait a minute...?
Did Cha Ah-Ram just say Kim Se-Bong?

The only S-rank Hunter in our country whose face isn't publicly known, the only Hunter that Cha Ah-Ram supposedly respects, and the only Hunter I admire—that's Kim Se-Bong.

Forgetting my predicament, I carefully examine the face of Kim Se-Bong, whom I respect.

"Huh...?"

His face seems familiar, but I can't quite place it.

"Old man, if you want to live out your remaining life peacefully, get out while I'm still asking nicely."

Cha Ah-Ram's voice changes from the soft tone she used with me to an icy one as she stands up and glares at him.

"Remaining life..."

Kim Se-Bong quietly mutters, looking at me on the floor, then shakes his head.

"I can't leave."
"Damn old man."

She strides toward him after he refuses to leave.

"After all the effort it took to get this opportunity..."
"Opportunity or not..."

Kim Se-Bong takes a stance, preparing for Cha Ah-Ram's attack.

"I can't stand by when I see the powerless being oppressed."
"...Well, I always knew the day would come when I'd have to kill you."

Cha Ah-Ram raises her hand, turns her head toward me, and says:

"Ahjussi, could you wait just a moment? I'll deal with this old man and then we can make love."
"Ah-Ram, wait!!"

I shout as she turns her head and prepares to snap her fingers at Kim Se-Bong, who's taken a defensive stance.

"Yes?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been ignoring my words until now, turns her head back.

"If you fight with Hunter Kim Se-Bong, I'll never look at you again."

Please...
Let my words get through to her...

If all her actions so far weren't lies, this should work.

"A-Ahjussi? Why are you saying that?"

The murderous look in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes wavers.

"Oh?"

Kim Se-Bong, maintaining his stance while watching our conversation, shows interest in his eyes.

"I could never love a woman who kills people casually."
"....."

After hearing this, Cha Ah-Ram looks at Kim Se-Bong in front of her, then eventually turns and walks back to me.

She stops in front of me as I lie on the floor.

"If I don't kill that old man, will you love me?"
"...Huh?"
"You promise?"

Wait... wait a minute?

"I'll do anything I can for you."

She kneels down and cradles my head in her hands.

"Ahjussi..."

The killing intent completely disappears as her moist eyes stare deeply into mine, then:

Smooch. Smooch. Smooch. Smooch. Smoooooch!

She lowers her head and kisses me repeatedly, until at some point her tongue forces its way between my closed lips and tangles with mine.

Slurp.

"I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you."

After ending the long kiss and separating her lips, Cha Ah-Ram's face is flushed red as she continuously murmurs that she loves me.

"Heh heh....."

Kim Se-Bong, who has been blankly watching this scene, blinks twice and chuckles.


* * *


Cha Ah-Ram sits beside me, hugging me tightly, glaring at Kim Se-Bong who calmly drinks tea in front of us with a disgruntled expression.

"Is my face that handsome?"
"Ptui..."

Cha Ah-Ram spits at Kim Se-Bong.
But the saliva flying toward him instantly evaporates in mid-air.

"I have my suspicions, but let me ask again. Cha Ah-Ram, why are you here?"
"I was trying to make a baby, obviously."
"...A baby?"

Kim Se-Bong's expression hardens, despite appearing as shameless as Cha Ah-Ram until now.

"I'm going to make a baby with Ahjussi and get married. Why are you here?"
"Are you... insane?"

Kim Se-Bong asks, dazed by Cha Ah-Ram's question.

"Old man, you're going to die... sigh..."

She taps the back of my hand as I cross my arms. After briefly looking at my hand, she sighs.

"Answer my question and I'll tell you."

She shows a compromising attitude.

"I came to meet Hunter Kim Young-Seok."
"Someone like you came to see my Ahjussi?"

As Cha Ah-Ram's expression starts to turn vicious, I tap the back of her hand again, and she sighs once more and calms down.

"I answered your question, now answer mine. Are you insane?"

At Kim Se-Bong's words, Cha Ah-Ram turns her face to me.

"Yes, I'm crazy about Ahjussi."

Smooch.

She kisses my cheek and smiles shyly.

Ch.27 - I'm Crazy (2)
Unable to bear the uncomfortable atmosphere, I hurriedly left the house, and Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sticking close to me, followed.

"I want to be alone."
"But I want to be with you."

When I hinted that I wanted to be alone, she instead said she wanted to stay together and naturally linked her arm with mine.

Where did things go wrong? Was it my fault for calling her name?

"Hmm..."

The one fortunate thing is that Cha Ah-Ram isn't just playing with me right now.

"Ah-Ram."
"I want to kiss you."
"....."

Just as I was about to ask when she'd be going home, she came at me with that.

"It would be better if you kissed me yourself, Ahjussi..."

Her gaze fixed on my lips as she spoke slowly.

"Kiss me."

I love you. I like you.
She keeps expressing herself to me, but doesn't listen to anything I say, only trying to fulfill her own emotions. As I stared at Cha Ah-Ram, I asked:

"Do you really like me?"

"What? I've been confessing my love all this time. What have you been hearing?"

Cha Ah-Ram turned serious, insisting it wasn't true.

"What you're doing isn't love."
"...What?"
"What you're doing now is just possessiveness, trying to fulfill your one-sided emotions."
"...W-what are you saying?"

For the first time, she who always moved forward took a step back.

"You say you love me, but you don't respect me. What did I just say? I said I wanted to be alone."
"...Ahjussi."

Now that I understand her obsession with me, I decide to step forward a little more and take the initiative.

"If you love someone and they say they want to be alone, shouldn't you respect that? Or is your love for me a lie?"
"That's not true!!!"

Cha Ah-Ram shouted.
For a moment, cold sweat ran down my back and my mouth went dry, but...

"Should I show you my heart?!"

She grabbed my hand and placed it on her chest, saying she would show me her heart.

Thump, thump, thump.

My heart was racing with fear just as fast as hers, but I struggled not to show it, trying desperately to gain even a little control.

"This doesn't prove you love me."

I carefully spoke after gathering what little saliva I could in my dry mouth and swallowing it.

"Then how can I prove it?!"

Got her.

"You said it earlier, didn't you? That you'd do anything for me?"
"Anything you want, Ahjussi..."
"What I want isn't anything grand. Just listen to me and compromise when we talk."
"Listen... compromise...?"

Cha Ah-Ram mulled over the words, then approached me again.

"You... want to be alone?"
"Yes."

At least she seems to be listening to me.

"But I want to be with you. Can't you compromise for me?"
"We've been together until now, right? So you should compromise too."

I immediately countered while watching her expression.
Her beautiful features contorted and relaxed several times before...

"Haa... I really don't want to..."

Looking at me with sad eyes.

"I don't want to be apart from you for even a moment..."

I wondered about her words.

*How has she managed until now?*

It's strange that someone who wants to be with me so badly has only been coming over for breakfast until now.

"...Alright."
"You agree?"
"Yes, be... alone. But in exchange."

She took out a small wristwatch from her pocket and handed it to me.

"Please wear this."
"What is this?"
"A watch."

It clearly doesn't look like just a simple watch...

"It also has location tracking functionality."

She added, sensing my gaze.

Location tracking...
The moment I wear this, Cha Ah-Ram will know everywhere I go.
But I can feel she's trying her best to compromise with me, so I have no choice.
I take the watch she offered and put it on my wrist.

"Is this okay now?"

Cha Ah-Ram looks worried.

"Then I'll wait inside."

She painfully tears her gaze away from me and goes back into the house.


* * *


"Old man."

As she entered the living room, anger rose in Cha Ah-Ram's face at the relaxed Kim Se-Bong.
But remembering Young-Seok's words not to fight, she tried to hold back as she called out to him, and he turned his head toward her.

"Why are you here?"
"Is there a reason I shouldn't be?"

As Kim Se-Bong answered leisurely, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, which had been holding back her anger, narrowed.

"Of course, coming to our nest..."
"Why is this your nest?"

Kim Se-Bong's face, which had been wearing a subtle smile, turned cold as he cut off her words.

"This is Hunter Kim Young-Seok's house."
"It's mine and Ahjussi's house!"
"Did Hunter Kim Young-Seok agree to that?"
"That's..."

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram unable to retort for the first time, Kim Se-Bong finished his lukewarm tea and stood up.

"I feel sorry for Hunter Kim Young-Seok."
"...What do you mean by that?"
"Exactly what I said."

Looking around the house.

"Do you know how people around the world view S-rank Hunters? You must know."
"....."
"The world's guardians? What a joke."

His voice rising, he shouted at her who couldn't continue speaking.

"They call them murderers. That would be the same for C-rank Hunter Kim Young-Seok."

She already knew that powerless Hunters and civilians called them murderers.

"And what do you think Hunter Kim Young-Seok feels when you, who has the most vicious reputation among S-ranks, cling to him?"
"Isn't it enough if we love each other?"
"Love?"

Shaking his head.

"You call it love, but in my eyes, it's not love but obsession."

Ripples formed in Cha Ah-Ram's pupils as she had just heard similar words.

"You can never be with Hunter Kim Young-Seok, so give up here."

He whispered softly as he passed by Cha Ah-Ram and went outside.

Crunch, crunch.

"...No."

She, who had been blankly watching him leave, denied it while biting her nails.

Ding!

Her phone vibrated as she paced around the living room with an anxious expression.

[Today I'll be doing an outdoor broadcast.]

She, who had been stomping her feet nervously while denying Kim Se-Bong's words, took out her phone and looked at the screen.

"...Ahjussi?"

As soon as she clicked the notification, it moved to the retired Hunter's Neotube live broadcast.

"Hello, Saecheong-nim?"

Seeing that she had joined, Ahjussi, standing in a field, greeted her.

-Hello.

She typed in the chat with slightly trembling fingers.

"Today I'm doing an outdoor broadcast instead of a game broadcast."
-Why suddenly? Did something happen?

She pretended not to know and probed his intentions through chat. Ahjussi's eyes, which had been on the phone, moved slightly somewhere else.

"I just felt stuffy broadcasting only from inside the house."
-You felt stuffy?

She began to feel suffocated at his words.

"Just a little? You don't need to worry, Saecheong-nim."

Smiling slightly, he began walking as the background started to move.

"Ah....."

Cha Ah-Ram kept her eyes on the screen while clutching her chest with her left hand that wasn't holding the phone.

Obsession. Obsession. Obsession. Obsession.

Kim Se-Bong's words began to swirl in her mind as her pupils gradually inverted.

"Phew... I'll rest here for a bit."

Ahjussi, who had been silently filming the scenery, switched the camera to his face as he sat on a large rock.

"Saecheong-nim."
-Yes.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been desperately holding onto her sanity that felt like it was about to break, painfully typed in the chat.

"What would you do if you started liking someone?"
"Huh...?"

If I started liking someone?

-I would confess, of course.
"Confess..."

Ahjussi slightly lowered his gaze.

"What if there's a big status difference between you?"

Is he referring to me now?
Her blurred pupils became clear again as she quickly moved her fingers.

If we love each other...

As she was typing, Kim Se-Bong's words began to swirl again, and she eventually deleted everything she had written.

-I don't know either.

In the end... she deleted everything and typed a new message, focusing all her attention on Ahjussi who was about to open his mouth.

"I'm sorry for bringing it up."
-It's okay. But why are you asking?
"It's not love yet, but a woman has appeared who makes me nervous."

Thump, thump.

-A woman who makes you nervous?
"Yes. But there's a big status difference, so I'm afraid to approach her carelessly."

'S-rank Hunters are called murderers.'

She couldn't deny Kim Se-Bong's words.
After all, she had killed many people just because they annoyed her.
Murderer. Witch.
She knew all sorts of bad reputations were attached to her, but she never regretted it.
Regret?
She became even more confident.
Because I'm allowed to be this way.
Because in this world, my actions are the law.

"She says she likes me, but whenever I try to approach, I freeze up in fear."

Seeing Ahjussi laugh dejectedly, the emotion of regret began to dominate her body.

-...Are you very scared?

For this moment, she typed as Cha Ah-Ram herself, not behind the mask of "Loving Youth," watching Ahjussi's reaction.

"Yes, I'm very scared."
"Ah..."

Thud.

Feeling extreme weakness at the sight of him saying she was scary, she collapsed to the floor.

"Ah... ah... AH!!!"

Her chest felt so tight that she looked up at the ceiling and screamed at the top of her lungs.

*And I just started feeling love...*

Her boring life.
From the moment she saw him at the Hunter Association, she fell in love at first sight and the world looked different.
And she had been happy every moment until now...

"Love is not a one-way street."

A line from a novel came to mind.

"But on the other hand... she's cute."
"Huh...?"

Just as negative thoughts were about to consume her mind, Ahjussi's words pierced her ears.

"It's the first time a pretty woman has rushed at me saying she loves me, except for my mother."

He kept scratching his nose in embarrassment and turned his face away.

-Do you dislike that woman?

She typed with a tiny bit of hope.

"No. Rather..."

He looked straight at the screen.

"I'm going to try to respond to her feelings."

The moment she heard Young-Seok's last words, Cha Ah-Ram lay on the floor, holding her phone to her chest.

"He'll try... he'll try? Hehehe."

The gloomy expression from just moments ago disappeared completely, replaced by a bright smile.

Ch.28 - Let's Go Crazy Together. (1)
"And with that, I'll be ending this outdoor broadcast. Thank you sincerely for watching, viewers."
-"Eunba~"
"Saba."

● I press the recording end button.

"Phew....."

I press my left chest with my palm to calm my racing heart.

"...I have to keep going."

My first viewer, SarangHaNeungCheongChun.
I didn't know at first.
When they left comments saying they weren't a woman and called themselves "dangler," I automatically assumed they were male.
That kind of meme existed in other broadcasts too.

But when DieHard viewer joined, my thinking completely changed.
My second viewer who recently started watching alongside my regular viewer.
I thought they were just an unemployed person with free time or an injured Hunter.
This DieHard viewer often asked questions unrelated to gaming topics, even asking about the color of men's underwear.
But for some unknown reason, from the moment they joined, I noticed they were watching my regular viewer carefully.

They should be complete strangers.
Why would they be so cautious?
I became curious.
So I clicked on DieHard's ID and unlike my regular viewer, I could see some brief information...

DieHard(ksjdn112)
[View Info]
[Cheonmun Guild Vice Guild Master's Chief Of Staff.]

Cheonmun Guild Vice Guild Master's Chief Of Staff?
That position has more authority than other Guild Masters...
Wait a minute?
The person this powerful Chief Of Staff serves is Cha Ah-Ram, who's currently clinging to me saying she loves me and likes me?
At that moment, everything clicked.

My SarangHaNeungCheongChun viewer was Cha Ah-Ram.

Once I figured out their identities, I understood why DieHard was cautious around my regular viewer from the moment they joined, and why they kept asking for personal information unrelated to the broadcast.

Then...
How long has Cha Ah-Ram known about me?
The first time I met her was at the Hunter Association headquarters entrance when I went to Seoul... but I started broadcasting before that.

Something doesn't add up.

'Is there something I don't know?'

I pondered and pondered.

The deeper I thought, the more suspicious everything became—moving to Goseong, getting my house repaired for free.
Even the fact that they built me a house made of mithril ore—the hardest material on Earth that greatly enhances Hunters' abilities—for free for a C-rank Hunter didn't make sense...

'It was all planned.'

The Scavenger appearing in the village.
The S-rank Hunter from Cheonmun Guild who killed that Scavenger.
Cha Ah-Ram appearing like a hero to save me.

Putting everything together leads to one conclusion. That is...

"I..."

I've been dancing in Cha Ah-Ram's palm.

I won't deny it anymore.
The fact that she likes me.
That she didn't approach me just to play with me... I realized through her passionate confession.

Cha Ah-Ram, considered the pinnacle of the world.

What can I do against her now?

"To guide her on the right path..."

When she developed feelings for me... could I change her, even a little?
I'm not saying I'll sacrifice myself.
I don't dislike a woman who's rich, powerful, and even beautiful with a great figure.

"Early education."

I resolve to change her reputation as a legendary murderer and the worst witch through training, and further, to create a better world for Hunters in the same position as me.


* * *


Ding.

As I open the front door and enter,

"Oh, you're back?"

Cha Ah-Ram rushes out from the bedroom with a flushed face. I don't know what she was doing while I was gone.

"....."

When I stare at her without saying anything, she avoids my gaze and says,

"W-why are you looking at me like that?"
"Because you're pretty."
"...What?"

She jumps in surprise and covers her chest with both arms.
At least the behavior she shows in front of me must be genuine.
Now that I'm certain, it's my turn to counterattack.
I spread my arms and say,

"Come here."
"...Suddenly?"

Cha Ah-Ram turns her head away sharply. I can't see her expression, but judging by her bright red ears, she must be embarrassed right now.

"Didn't you say you wanted to be together? I gave you time alone, so now you should keep your word."
"One-way street..."

She mumbles quietly after hearing me, then nods vigorously.

Whoosh.

As she hugs me, my body instantly stiffens.
I know she won't kill me, but nevertheless, all the positions she holds make me tremble with fear.

'Phew...'

Trying to push away the tension, I very slowly wrap my arms around her waist.

"Eep..."

She makes a cute sound and looks up at me.
She always hugged me one-sidedly, but now that I'm actively putting my arms around her waist, her eyes tremble slightly with nervousness.

"Love isn't a one-way street. It's about moving forward slowly while making compromises. So..."

I tighten my arms around her waist and pull her closer.

"I'll make an effort too, so will you try for me?"
"Yes! If it's for you... I can try."

Thump thump thump.

Feeling our hearts beating in sync as if connected,

Slowly.

As her eyes close, asking for something, I too get caught in the moment and slowly lower my face.

Ding.

"....."

Both of us turn our heads toward the front door that's opening.

"Hmm...? Sorry. Please continue what you were doing."

Kim Se-Bong scratches his head as he looks at us, then slowly backs away.

Ding.

He closes the front door again.

"That damn old man...!"

She grinds her teeth and shouts in anger as the mood for a kiss is completely ruined.


* * *


"That was delicious."

Kim Se-Bong, who had dinner with us, expresses his gratitude to me.

"If you've eaten, could you please leave now?"

She sits beside me with her arms crossed, glaring at him with fierce eyes, but he ignores her as if nothing happened.

"I'd like to stay here for a while. Do you have a spare room?"
"You want to stay here?"

Why does Kim Se-Bong want to stay here?
No, Kim Se-Bong is just as strange as Cha Ah-Ram.

I vaguely heard that he, known as the Guardian of South Korea, never leaves the capital unless there's a monster wave.

"Is that strange?"
"...Yes."

Very strange.
At first, I thought he came to fight with Cha Ah-Ram, but he just laughed off her provocations.
And he keeps looking at me with eyes that remind me of my late father, which makes this situation even more confusing.

"Don't think too much of it. I have no ulterior motives."
"Why don't you take out your dentures before talking?"

She mocks his words and tightly grips my hand.

"Miss Ah-Ram."
"Miss Ah-Ram? Have you gone senile?"
"....."

At her harsh words, he sighs and takes out an envelope from inside his jacket.

"Here..."

He places it in front of me.

"What is this?"
"You'll know if you open it."

At his words, I tap the hand that's holding mine.

"Old man... if you try anything funny, I'll erase this country."
"It's nothing like that, so please read it comfortably."

Though she glares at him, she loosens her grip on my hand.
I take out the document from the envelope, and the first sentence catches my eye.

[Proxy]

"...Proxy?"
"If you don't mind, I'd like to become your proxy... what do you think?"
"Why... my proxy?"
"Well?"

He makes an ambiguous expression as he looks into my eyes.

Rustle.

I read the document with questions in mind.

"This is fraud! No way!"

Reading beside me, she gets angry and snatches the document from my hand and throws it.

[Adoption Confirmation Certificate]

The adoption confirmation certificate hidden in the back pages flutters in the air and slowly falls.

"Why should he become your adopted son? If you want to die, die gracefully!"
"What do you think?"

Without blinking an eye, he catches the falling documents at an invisible speed and organizes them while asking me.

"I'm shocked. Suddenly talking about adoption. This is..."
"You don't need to think too deeply about it. I just want to protect you."
"Protect me?"

At that moment, my gaze shifts to Cha Ah-Ram sitting beside me.

"What's with that look?"
"Nothing, I was just looking."

I immediately brush it off.

"Unfortunately, protecting you from her is impossible. But..."

Kim Se-Bong's smiling face suddenly hardens.

"At least I can be your shield against other Hunters or nations, not Ah-Ram. So you only stand to gain, there's absolutely no loss..."
"Can you tell me the real reason for this proposal?"

For the first time, I interrupt him and ask.
The Hunter I respected the most.
Kim Se-Bong.
But respect and becoming family are separate issues.

"The reason..."

He mulls over my words.

"A world where good people are persecuted. A world enjoyed by the wicked."

He looks at Cha Ah-Ram for a moment, then turns back to me.

"In such a world, I want to help you preserve your pure heart that values life."

His sincerity reaches my ears.

Ch.29 - Ahjussi, You're Wicked (1)
My home provided by the Cheonmun Guild free of charge consists of three rooms.
The master bedroom where I sleep and stream.
The clothing room where expensive clothes are displayed.
The accessory room filled with luxury items.

"I could sleep here," Kim Se-Bong says with a warm smile while examining the clothing room.

"That's not acceptable. Wouldn't it be better if you stayed at a hotel nearby?"
"Old man! Why don't you just listen to him and leave?"

When I say that the respected Kim Se-Bong cannot sleep in the clothing room, Cha Ah-Ram standing beside me supports my statement.
Of course, she's probably backing me up because she finds Kim Se-Bong bothersome, but for this moment, I just observe without interrupting.

"Then take Hunter Kim Young-Seok with you."
"What?"
"Hunter Kim Young-Seok. May I call you Young-Seok from now on?"
"Ah, yes... I'd be honored if you called me that."
"Then Young-Seok, let's go to the hotel together."
"What are you doing?!"

Cha Ah-Ram stands in front of me and glares at Kim Se-Bong.

"Where are you trying to take him! Absolutely not!"
"I'm also curious why you want to take me."
"Why? You're about to become my son, so shouldn't a parent stay with their child?"
"Why would he be your son?!"

She thrashes about wildly, denying Kim Se-Bong's words while trembling.

"You don't like the idea?"

Ignoring Cha Ah-Ram, he focuses his gaze only on me and asks.

"I never said I would become your adopted son. Moreover, I never even considered leaving my home to sleep elsewhere. So I'm sorry."
"Hmm."

I need to stay in this house to change Cha Ah-Ram's personality in the future.

"Then I'll sleep here."

We're back to square one.

"Old man... you might die if you keep this up...?"
"Ah-Ram."

When I grab her shoulder, she stops mid-sentence and turns her head toward me.

"What?"

Her murderous gaze changes to a gentle one as she asks me.

*I need to start off on the right foot.*

I am a mayfly.
I am a mayfly.

I keep thinking to myself as I speak nervously.

"You know? I'm not really comfortable with women who use harsh language."
"...Harsh language?"

Remembering Cha Ah-Ram's promise to do anything for me, I gather more courage to speak.

"You said you'd adjust to me, right? Could you reduce the swearing from now on?"
"....."

As Cha Ah-Ram stares into my eyes without saying anything in response to my words, sweat begins to flow down my body.

*Please...*

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been maintaining eye contact.

"If that's what you want..."

Though her voice is mixed with dissatisfaction, she nods and agrees to listen to me.

"Thank you."

Since I pushed her away, now it's time to pull her back. I hold her hand and thank her, and her expression brightens dramatically.

"It's nothing. If that's what you want, of course I should comply."

Her emotional change is so dramatic that she's now saying it's only natural.

"Ahem..."

Kim Se-Bong, who had been watching our conversation, clears his throat, bringing me back to reality.

"Where were we in the conversation?"

I can't even remember what we were talking about because I was so tense.

"I said I'd sleep in the clothing room."
"That's absolutely not possible. How could I let Hunter Kim Se-Bong, known as South Korea's guardian, sleep in the clothing room? Rather, my master bedroom..."
"Ahjussi! That's not okay!"

Cha Ah-Ram stops me in horror.

"It's just changing sleeping places..."
"I've already compromised for you, so now it's your turn to compromise. So the master bedroom is absolutely not an option."

Cha Ah-Ram's serious expression when mentioning compromise raises slight questions in my mind, but...

"Ah-Ram is right. How could a guest use the master bedroom?"

You were just saying you'd be my father earlier...
But I keep that thought to myself.

"I can't let you sleep in the clothing room either."
"Then let's do this."

Kim Se-Bong walks past us into the living room.

"I'll sleep here, so don't worry."

He points to the large sofa.

"The sofa?"
"I have plenty of experience sleeping on sofas, so it's fine."

As he runs his palm over the sofa:

Click.

A clear sound is heard, and the bottom part of the sofa slides forward, transforming into something like a bed.

"This sofa is extremely expensive, so it'll be more comfortable than sleeping on the bed in the master bedroom, don't worry."

It does look more expensive than the bed I've been using.
But why is he so insistent on staying here?
He says he wants to stay to protect me, but Cha Ah-Ram beside me is a top-tier Hunter in the world.
The chance of someone getting through her to harm me is practically zero...

"...Alright."
"Thanks for giving in to the old man's stubbornness."


* * *


"Why aren't you leaving?"
"I told you I'm sleeping here."

After giving Kim Se-Bong bedding to use and entering the master bedroom, Cha Ah-Ram follows me and sits on the bed first.

"That's really not okay."
"I want to sleep with you, so give in."

That's not what I meant when I asked her to compromise...

"A man and woman sleeping together in bed..."
"Did you forget?"

Cha Ah-Ram cuts off my words and smiles shyly.

"We've already slept together."
"...That was because we were drunk. So let's consider it invalid."
"You're the first man I've slept in bed with, so it makes me sad when you say it's invalid."

She covers her face with her palm and pretends to cry while looking at me through the gaps between her fingers.

"I'm really sorry. But sleeping together is absolutely..."

Whoosh.

"Really not okay? Huh? Huh?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sitting on the bed, suddenly stands up and clings to me while whining continuously.
The single bed is already small, and if two people sleep on it, our bodies will definitely touch.

"Really not..."
"Ahjussiii? Huuh? Huh? Not okay? Ah-Ram wants to sleep here."

She moves her body side to side while clinging to me, throwing a tantrum.

"...Alright."

Before I know it, I nod and agree to her behavior.

"Yes!"

Hop. Hop. Hop.

She jumps while still holding onto me.

Sigh...

I didn't expect to sleep together from the first day. But I've barely managed to stay within the defensive boundaries I had in mind.

"Huh? What are you doing?"

Cha Ah-Ram asks as I lay a blanket on the floor.

"I'll sleep on the floor, so you take the bed."
"...What?"
"Two people can't sleep on a single bed. So you take the bed... oof."

Suddenly, Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sitting on the bed, throws herself at me as I sit on the floor with the blanket.

"Then I'll sleep on the floor with you too."
"Why do you keep trying to sleep together?"
"Because I love you, so I want to sleep with you."
"....."

My heart contracts sharply as if hit by a direct shot, then expands, turning my whole body red.

"Shall I turn off the light?"

Cha Ah-Ram raises her finger to use her ability and simply turns off the light. Satisfied with the darkened atmosphere in the room, she hugs my body with a beaming smile.

"Ah... nice."
"I-I'll sleep with you, but let's not have any physical contact."

I am not a monk.
As a man, I don't know when I might crumble under her aggressive advances.
So...
Before I make a mistake, I try to reinforce the boundaries by setting conditions.

"...Hmm, okay."

After thinking about something, Cha Ah-Ram eventually agrees to my words.

"You compromised, so I should compromise too."

That compromise theory again.

After experiencing this compromise theory repeatedly, I'm starting to feel that one-way traffic might not be so bad.

"There, is that okay?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who obediently followed my words, lies down on the side of the widely spread blanket and asks.

"Thank you."

Saying words that don't fit the current situation, I quickly lie down and turn my body toward the bed, not looking at Cha Ah-Ram.

Tap tap.

"What?"
"Show me your face."
"You've seen it plenty already."
"But I want to keep seeing it."
"T-tomorrow. Let's sleep now."
"I'll stay awake until you show me your face."

Sigh...
I have no choice.
As I turn my body back toward her:

"...!"

I was startled to find Cha Ah-Ram's face right there where I turned.

"Hoo~"

Cha Ah-Ram's breath covers my face.

"This is so nice. How about you?"
"....."
"Ahjussi?"
"....."
"Are you sick? Your face is really red."

I quickly raise my arm to get up and push her away as she tries to approach me.

"I-I'm fine."

Thump thump thump.

My mind is still hazy.

"Are you really okay?"

She shows concern, but to my eyes, she looks like a devil.

"I-I'm fine... let's just sleep."

After forcibly making her lie down again as she had quickly sat up:

"Let's sleep."
"Pat my head."
"I've compromised until now..."

Squeeze.

Her body suddenly presses against my chest.

With her face close to mine:

"Ahjussi... are you really a man?"
"....."
"Don't you like my figure or appearance?"
"That's not it."
"I heard all men fall for this, so why do you keep pushing me away?"
"Because I want to face you seriously."
"....."

This time, Cha Ah-Ram's lips close.

"Physical love. That's love too, but I don't like that kind of love. I told you before, right?"

As I pat her back while she's pressed against my body:

"I want a love that's subtle but lasts long. So let's not do this, okay?"
"Huh? What are you thinking right now?"

She tilts her head at my question.

"I simply want to sleep hugging you... were you thinking about that?"
"...W-well, that's..."
"Pervert... you're naughty."

The bewitching Cha Ah-Ram glares at me with a coy look and raises the corners of her mouth.

"Now that I understand what you're thinking, let's just sleep like this."

Instead, she pats my back.

"Good night, Ahjussi."

She calms me down.

Ch.30 - Ahjussi, You're Wicked (2)
I had just barely fallen asleep when I felt something brush against my face and opened my eyes.

"Did you sleep well?"

For a moment, I was startled by her radiant face backlit by sunlight, but I quickly regained my composure.

"...I slept well."
"Really? Would you ask me if I slept well too?"
"Did you sleep well?"

I couldn't stop her as she approached without hesitation, as if there were no longer any barriers between us, and I asked as instructed.

"No."

Why did she ask me to ask if she didn't sleep well?

"I couldn't sleep because my heart felt like it would burst knowing you were next to me."
"....."
"I think it's because I like you sooo much."

My mind was becoming hazy from these consecutive attacks right after waking up.

"Uh... um, really?"
"So hug me."
"Huh?"
"I couldn't sleep because of you, so I want to recharge my energy. Hug me."

I knew perfectly well that hugging wouldn't recharge her energy, but if I refused, she'd just keep clinging to me, right? I raised my arms to give her a very light hug, but—

Whoosh.

Cha Ah-Ram slipped right into my arms just as I was about to pull away.

"Hehe... nice."
"......"

Had it been about a minute? I tried to push her away as I felt something growing, but—

"Just a little... just a little longer like this."

She blocked my attempt and rubbed her cheek against my neck.

"That's enough now, right?"

I hurriedly pushed her away while mentally singing the national anthem to erase her warmth, scent, and touch from my mind.

"Being like this feels like we're newlyweds. What do you think?"

She stepped back willingly this time and asked me.

"...No."
"No? Tch..."

A smile involuntarily formed on my lips at her cute pouting face, but I quickly regained control of my expression.

"Just remember this."

Cha Ah-Ram stood up and stared at me intently.

"I can understand if you commit crimes, but..."

Her heated expression twisted slightly.

"You must never look at other women. Understand?"
"Yes. I understand."

I immediately agreed since I had no intention of seeing other women anyway. Cha Ah-Ram returned to her original expression, winked, and said:

"I'll make breakfast today, so take your time coming out."

She made a heart shape with her fingers toward me before leaving the bedroom.

"...Young-Seok, get a grip."

After watching her go into the living room, I slapped my cheeks with my palms to remind myself of my original purpose.

I tidied up the bedding on the floor, went to the bathroom right next to the bedroom for a quick wash, and headed to the living room.

"Hmm~"
"Are you up?"

Kim Se-Bong greeted me with a casual tone—not the stiff manner from when we first met, but how he'd speak to someone he's actually close with—while Cha Ah-Ram hummed as she prepared food.

"How was the sleeping arrangement?"
"Better than my own bed."
"That's good to hear."

Kim Se-Bong, who had been listening while drinking coffee, suddenly made a mischievous expression.

"So, did you sleep well last night?"
"Yes."
"Really?"

He glanced at Cha Ah-Ram cooking in the kitchen, then leaned toward me.

"How far did you go?"

He whispered quietly.
But...

"Old man, I can hear everything."

With her S-rank physical abilities, she had heard Kim Se-Bong's whisper and gave him a quiet warning.

"Well, if I offended you, I apologize."

As the atmosphere became awkward due to her words, I quietly sat at the table.

A moment later...

"Be careful, it's hot."

Wearing flower-patterned oven mitts, she placed a boiling pot in the center of the table and served me a plate with fried eggs, sausages, and various side dishes.

"Miss Ah-Ram."
"Old man, didn't I tell you not to call me 'Miss Ah-Ram'?"
"Then what should I call you?"
"Call me Cheonmun Vice Guild Master like usual."

She glared at Kim Se-Bong coldly, her honey-sweet gaze turning murderous.

"How could I do that?"
"What?"
"If you're going to marry my son, you'll be my daughter-in-law. Wouldn't calling you 'Cheonmun Vice Guild Master' seem too impersonal?"
"Don't talk bull— What?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been growling at Kim Se-Bong, suddenly couldn't continue.

"Daughter-in-law?"
"Aren't you going to marry my son?"
"That's true, but..."

Cha Ah-Ram's gaze turned toward me, her face reddening as she squirmed.

"Kim Se-Bong Hunter. I haven't told him about becoming his adopted son yet."
"Then should I call you my future daughter-in-law?"
"...I'll think about it."

They completely ignored my words as they conversed and reached their own conclusion.

"So why don't I have any fried eggs and sausages?"

The plate handed to Kim Se-Bong only had bean sprout salad and kimchi.

"Be grateful for even that."
"Kim Se-Bong Hunter, please have some of—"

As I tried to pick up some sausages and eggs from the mountain on my plate with my chopsticks to give to him—

"Ahjussi."

She grabbed my wrist.

"These are all for you. Don't give them to anyone else."
"You want me to eat all of this?"

This was too much for one person.

"I put all my love into it, so please eat it all."

Faced with her sparkling gaze, I reluctantly nodded and gave Kim Se-Bong an apologetic look.

"It's fine. I once survived two weeks on jerky in a dungeon. This is nothing compared to that."
"...Enjoy your meal. I'll eat well."
"Yes~"

I picked up a sausage with my chopsticks and put it in my mouth...

"What about you?"
"Don't worry about me, just eat up."
"How can I not worry?"

I felt uncomfortable with Cha Ah-Ram watching me eat, her elbows on the table and chin resting on her hands.

"Just watching you eat fills me up. Am I going to become a pig at this rate? Hehe."

Is this really Cha Ah-Ram, known as the murderer who killed more Hunters than anyone else within a year of awakening?
And just like my reaction, Kim Se-Bong, who was ladling kimchi stew over his rice, froze as he watched us.

"What are you looking at?"

Noticing Kim Se-Bong's gaze, her expression changed as she glared at him.

"...I feel like I'm going to get indigestion even though I haven't eaten yet."
"Then get lost."
"N-no, I'll eat well."

For the first time, he stammered at Cha Ah-Ram's retort and resumed moving his hand.

"Ahjussi, hurry and eat while it's warm."

She turned away from Kim Se-Bong and urged me to eat quickly with a fresh smile.

"I'm sorry."

Feeling guilty for not preventing my respected Hunter from being reduced to a pushover in front of me, I slowly began eating.

"Is it delicious?"

When I was about halfway through, she asked after silently watching me eat.

"It's delicious."

Fried eggs and sausages are hard to mess up, but my goal was to educate her to be a normal person, so I gave her praise.

"Ah~"
"Huh?"
"Feed me just one bite."

She opened her red lips, asking me to feed her.

*Cough*

Kim Se-Bong covered his mouth with his palm and coughed.

"You're coughing disgustingly while Ahjussi is eating? If you want to die, go outside and die properly. Don't ruin Ahjussi's appetite!"
"S-sorry."
"If you're sorry, hurry up and eat, then get out of here."
"A-Ah-Ram?"
"Yes? Did you call me?"

She spoke to me in a gentle voice.

"Don't be so harsh."
"Hmm... I should compromise on this too, right? Okay. But then you have to compromise a little later too, okay?"

Her trademark compromise theory emerged immediately, as if she'd been waiting for my words.
Wait... did I just get played?
But having said it, I couldn't take it back.

"Alright."
"Old man, eat nicely."

After I reluctantly agreed, she told Kim Se-Bong to eat properly in what was, for her, the most polite way possible.

Kim Se-Bong Hunter, I'm sorry...
Later, I'll... make it up to you for sure.

"Ah~"

Once that was settled, she opened her mouth again, asking to be fed. I picked up a sausage with my chopsticks and put it in her mouth.

Munch, munch.

After chewing the sausage with a happy expression, she swallowed it.

"I've given you something in return, so now you say 'ah' too."

Having already resigned myself, I opened my mouth without resistance.

Slurp.

"....Mmph!!!"

At that moment, her face quickly approached mine, her lips meeting mine, and something from her mouth began entering mine.

Finely chopped, salty sausage and her warm, soft tongue entered my mouth and swam around.

"Hehe..."

After transferring all the chewed sausage into my mouth, she pulled away with an embarrassed expression and glanced at me shyly.

"S-someone told me food digests better when fed like this... how was it?"
"...I didn't see anything. I didn't see anything. I didn't see anything."

Kim Se-Bong sitting across from us was muttering something, but my eyes and ears were focused solely on Cha Ah-Ram's shyly smiling face.

"...ous."
"Huh? What did you say?"

Though she could hear Kim Se-Bong's quiet whispers from a distance, she pretended not to hear me and asked me to repeat myself.

"I said it was delicious."
"Hehe... Ahjussi."
"....."
"I love you. I love you so much that just looking at you makes my heart race like crazy."
"I love y—"

As if entranced, I started to speak but quickly closed my mouth as images of my comrades flashed through my mind.

"What were you about to say?"
"...Nothing."
"Tell me~"

She grabbed my arm and shook it, asking me to tell her, but I kept my lips tightly sealed in silence.

"...I didn't see anything. I didn't see anything at all."

Cha Ah-Ram's urging and Kim Se-Bong's continuous muttering echoed in my dazed ears.

Ch.31 - Ahjussi, You're Wicked(3)
After a complicated breakfast, I gave up on my usual exercise and sat blankly in the backyard, staring at the vast field where seeds had been planted.

"What are you doing?"

Cha Ah-Ram approached me, apparently having already finished the dishes.

"Just... looking."

Thinking about it now, it's quite ironic. Why does Cha Ah-Ram like me? Until now, I've stood in the complete opposite position from her. Although as a C-rank Hunter my social influence is limited, I've always done my best to save lives. But Cha Ah-Ram is different. Growing up under S-rank parents, she claimed her S-rank position with her Compression ability as soon as she became an adult. She was even considered the worst Witch among the S-ranks, the strongest of them all. Why would someone like her like me? It's a puzzle I can't solve no matter how much I think about it.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"I'm curious about something. May I ask you?"
"Go ahead."

She naturally leaned against my body, lifting only her head to answer.

"When did you start liking me? No, why did you start liking me? Can you tell me?"
"From the moment I saw you?"

Cha Ah-Ram answered without a moment's hesitation, looking at me with sincere eyes.

"I just liked you from the moment I saw you."

When did she first see me? The first time I met Cha Ah-Ram was in front of the Hunter Association building, but considering she had appeared on broadcasts before that, it must have been earlier. But if I ask more, she might realize I recognized her, so I don't press further.

"I'm older than you, I don't have much money, and I'm even weak."
"I told you I don't care about those things."

Still leaning against me, she raised both arms to caress my face.

"I just really~ like you, Ahjussi. I feel happy whenever I see you, and my mood soars. So don't worry about such things and just look at me."

I nod at her continuous attacks that I wasn't prepared for.

"I promise."
"Really? Truly! You won't look at other women?"
"Yes, really."

*Smooch*

"I love you."

As she kisses my cheek and smiles with her eyes, my heart aches. I try to say "me too" but push it back down my throat.

"Thank you."

I sincerely express gratitude for the affection she shows.

"You should tell me too, Ahjussi."
"Tell you what?"
"Ah-Ram~ I love you. Like that. It's embarrassing when I'm the only one saying it."
"Well..."
"Don't you like me at all?"
"That's not it."
"Then what's the problem? When I love you this much..."

*I'm afraid that the moment I love you, I won't be able to handle it...*

My throat feels itchy. Something keeps rising from within, but I hide it.

"I'm sorry."
"What?"
"I'm sorry."

This is all I can say. If I truly fall in love with her now, I might not be able to handle what happens later. My values until now. My memories filled with joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. I'm afraid they'll all be denied.

"....."

After staring at me as I repeated my apology, Cha Ah-Ram...

*Smooch*

"Even now?"

*Smooch*

"How about now?"

She keeps kissing my cheek and blinking, asking me.

"Still..."

*Smooch*

"Did that make your heart flutter a little?"

She lifts her body that was leaning against me and gives a light kiss on my lips instead of my cheek.

"....."
"Ahjussi."
"....."
"I told you before, didn't I?"

*Smooch*

She continues with consecutive kisses.

"I said I could wait. But I'm not going to wait anymore."

She looks at me with provocative eyes and sits on my thigh.

"What?"
"Instead of waiting, I'll just snatch you up. If I give you all my heart and body..."

*Smooch*
*Slurp*

She grabs my collar, pulls me forward, and puts her tongue in my mouth.

"Haah..."

After a brief deep kiss, she looks at me with dreamy eyes.

"I think I can make you my lover... no, my husband, without waiting."

Do I... love Cha Ah-Ram?
I ask my rapidly beating heart.

*Thump. Thump. Thump.*

As the door I had locked begins to crack under Cha Ah-Ram's gaze that looks only at me, my arms on the ground slowly begin to rise...

"So you're farming too?"

Kim Se-Bong opens the front door and comes out.

"...Carry on with what you were doing."

*Creeak*

As Kim Se-Bong closes the door and goes back inside, the sensual atmosphere quickly changes to an awkward one.

*Grind*

Cha Ah-Ram, grinding her teeth while looking at my face.

"Kim. Se. Bong. That old bas...?!"

*Smooch*

I raise my right arm, wrap it around her neck as she's grinding her teeth, pull her to my face, and press my lips against her red lips.

"Ah, Ahju...!"

*Smooch. Smooch. Smooch.*

After savoring her lips in a moment of lost reason, I finally separate my mouth.

"I too..."
"....."
"I'll try to love you too. So you...!"

*Slurp*

Cha Ah-Ram, sitting on my thigh, pushes me down to the ground, climbs on top, and kisses my lips again.

After sharing warmth with each other for over a minute without separating our lips, creating a thin white thread between us.

"It won't take long for you to love me, Ahjussi. Because..."

*Smile*

Showing the most beautiful smile I've ever seen in the world.

"I love you much~ more!! So much more than you do."


* * *


Since we ran out of food at home, I went to town with Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Se-Bong, who would help restrain her.

"Why did you bring the old man?"

Instead of saying "to stop you," I say:

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong will be staying at our house from now on, so we should pick out food and snacks he likes."
"Tch..."
"I appreciate you thinking of me... Young-Seok."
"Yes?"

Kim Se-Bong asks me as I make an awkward expression looking at the slightly upset Cha Ah-Ram.

"Why do you keep calling me 'Hunter Kim Se-Bong'?"
"Then what should I call you?"
"How about calling me fath—"
"Don't talk nonsense! Ahjussi, don't listen to such garbage."

She covers my ears with both hands and glares at Kim Se-Bong.

"...I'm sorry."
"If you're sorry, go back to Seoul right now."
"Then I'm not so—"
"Are you messing with me?"
"Ah-Ram."

As Cha Ah-Ram's mood becomes increasingly hostile, I quickly place my hands on hers that are covering my ears and call her name.

"Yes?"
"Calm down."
"....."
"Pretty Ah-Ram should be patient, okay?"
"...You think I'm pretty?"

Though I feel like my fingers are curling inward, I don't express it and nod.

"I think you're very handsome too, Ahjussi."
"...Huh huh."

Kim Se-Bong laughs dejectedly, still not used to seeing Cha Ah-Ram's mood change with just one word from me, when moments ago she was glaring at him like she wanted to kill him.

"You'll stop now, right?"
"If that's what you want, I will."

*Squeeze*

She hugs my arm and points forward with her finger.

"Let's go~"

She acts cute, urging me to hurry with a smile. As we enter the town arm in arm, I notice it has developed so much since I last saw it, now comparable to famous places in Seoul.

"It's really developed."
"Of course it has, since we settled here."

Cha Ah-Ram shrugs and praises herself.

*Could it be...*

I wondered if Cha Ah-Ram was controlling even the town, but quickly erased the thought from my mind.

"Then let's first buy groceries..."

As I was speaking to Cha Ah-Ram, my gaze naturally shifted to a woman passing by my side.

"Ahjussi?"

I feel her strength on my arm that she's holding.

"Where are you looking?"
"No... just now...?"

If my eyes weren't deceiving me... the woman who just passed by was a famous vagrant who even appeared on the news.

Not a Scavenger, but an S-rank vagrant who kills Hunters. Commonly known as "Trash Woman." Someone who would do anything for money, with bounties placed on her by the Hunter Association and the government.

"Ahjussi!"

Cha Ah-Ram shouts at me as I'm lost in thought.

"Sorry... let's go."

Thinking I must have seen wrong, I try to soothe the very angry Cha Ah-Ram as we head toward the market.

"Young-Seok."

Kim Se-Bong, with a serious expression, calls to me.

"I just remembered some personal business. Go ahead and start shopping."

He speaks to me while glancing at Cha Ah-Ram.

"I'm counting on you."
"Hmph.... Even without you asking, Ahjussi is more precious to me than my own life."
"Then...."

Kim Se-Bong turns and heads somewhere.


* * *


In a narrow alley, a woman with decadent beauty and voluptuous figure turns around, sensing someone following her.

"It's been a while?"
"How dare you be here?"

Kim Se-Bong's face, which always smiled even under Cha Ah-Ram's threats, contorts.

"I wonder? Why am I here? Try to guess..."

*Slash*

At that moment, part of her black hair is cut off and falls to the ground.

"Is grandpa Se-Bong very angry? Aww."

Despite having her hair cut with one strike, she mocks Kim Se-Bong instead.

"Huff....."

Kim Se-Bong opens his right palm toward the ground.

*Whoosh*

With a white light, a pure white sword is summoned.

"Oh my? Summoning the Holy Sword means you've accumulated a lot?"
"Shut up."
"Sexually frustrated? Well... if you pay me, I can satisfy your lust too, grandpa. How about it? Want me to do it?"
"....."

Kim Se-Bong says nothing and takes his stance.

"Grandpa, do you know something?"

She sneers, completely calm even before Kim Se-Bong, who is considered the strongest in Korea after Cha Ah-Ram.

"I'm not who I was in the past. Already....."

*Boom!*

In the blink of an eye, the ground where Kim Se-Bong stood explodes, sending stone fragments flying. But Kim Se-Bong had already moved away, clinging to the wall of the narrow passage, then swinging his Holy Sword at her as she stomped where he had been.

*Slash*

"...How?"
"I just told you, didn't I?"

She smiles seductively.

"That I've become stronger than I was in the past. Don't you remember my ability?"

At her words, Kim Se-Bong turns pale.

"No way?"
"I worked hard to get this ability."

She places her left hand near her crotch.

"I can't even remember after about... a thousand men?"
"My son died because of you!!!"
"Oh? Grandpa's son? He was quite vigorous for his age. I enjoyed him thoroughly."
"Die!"

He unsummons the Holy Sword she had grabbed and summons another in his palm, swinging it at her.

"How many times do I have to tell you? You can't beat me anymore, grandpa."

She licks the blade of the Holy Sword she's holding with her tongue.

"I haven't tried it with someone over 40 years older than me..."

Her eyes turn red.

"But since you're called a guardian deity, I'll suck you dry."

She sticks out her tongue and licks her lips at the astonished Kim Se-Bong.

Ch.32 - Streaming Day 6. (1)
"Why isn't he coming?"

Kim Se-Bong had said he'd be here soon.
An hour has passed and I've finished shopping, but he still hasn't shown up.

"Don't worry about that old man," she says dismissively.

"I guess you're right?"

It's ridiculous that I, a C-rank Hunter, am worrying about an S-rank Hunter who supposedly could cling to Cha Ah-Ram.
I shake off my concerns and start heading home with Cha Ah-Ram.

Glance.

The town center grows more distant.
I turn my head back, wondering if Kim Se-Bong might be coming, but he's still nowhere to be seen.

"Sigh..."
"What's wrong?"
"I'm worried."

It's silly that I'm worried, but after a certain incident, I've developed an obsession that keeps nagging at me.

"That old man isn't weak enough for you to worry about him."

For the first time, she's complimenting Hunter Kim Se-Bong.
But still...
I can't help but worry more and more.
My body stops moving.

"Sigh... Ahjussi."
"I know. I know, but..."

I keep hearing the overlapping words of my colleague and Hunter Kim Se-Bong who both said they'd come quickly.

"Alright. Then I'll go check on him."
"You?"
"I can roughly see where he is."

Cha Ah-Ram turns her head toward the town center, observing something intently.

"You'd do that for me?"
"In exchange... while I'm gone, don't talk to other women. Don't go anywhere else, just go straight home. If you promise, I'll bring him back."
"I will. I'd be grateful."
"Then give me a kiss right here."

Cha Ah-Ram turns her face back to me and pokes her cheek with her finger, asking for a kiss.

Smooch.

Pride be damned—my concern for Hunter Kim Se-Bong is too great, so I immediately comply.

"Hehe... I'll be back soon."

As I watch her retreating figure heading back to town.

"I hope nothing's wrong..."

I desperately wish that I won't have to experience the pain of losing someone again.


* * *


"Ugh..."

Kim Se-Bong swallows a groan as his limbs are broken.

"Old man."

Looking down at him collapsed on the ground with a lewd smile, she gazes at him ecstatically.

"I'll send you to Hong Kong."

She licks her lips and crouches between his broken legs.

"Now... stop resisting and just move your hips to the rhythm... Huh?"

Her hand, which was forcibly trying to remove his pants, stops as she looks toward the entrance of the alley where Kim Se-Bong had followed her.

"....."

Her expression, which had been smiling even when she saw Kim Se-Bong, hardens like stone.

Step, step.

Cha Ah-Ram appears at the entrance, briefly fixes her gaze on Kim Se-Bong collapsed on the ground, then immediately starts walking in.

"What brings our great Cha Ah-Ram here... KYAAAAK!!!"

Screech.

With an indifferent expression, Cha Ah-Ram flicks her finger toward the woman, blocking the ability that was attacking by crossing her arms in an X-shape over her pants.

"You fucking bitch...!"
"Trash."
"You dare call me trash..."

Thwack.

"AAGH...!"

With another flick of her finger, one of the woman's fingers that had barely blocked the ability turns to dust and scatters on the ground.

"What did you say? Want to repeat that?"

Cha Ah-Ram, at the pinnacle of Hunters, displays her overwhelming presence as she coldly stares at the woman clutching her left hand that's missing a finger.

"...Lady Cha Ah-Ram, what brings you here?"

After just two finger flicks, the woman becomes submissive and asks with a servile smile.

"I came to get that."

She points at Kim Se-Bong, who lost consciousness as soon as he saw Cha Ah-Ram.

"You came for Kim Se-Bong? Why?"

The woman asks, not understanding Cha Ah-Ram's words.

"Because Ahjussi wants him."
"Ahju... AAAAGH!!!"

This time her right foot is completely compressed into dust, and the narrow alley fills with her screams.

"How dare trash like you try to call him 'Ahjussi'?"

Cha Ah-Ram's face, which showed no emotion when she saw Kim Se-Bong with broken limbs, contorts with anger.

"I-I'm sorry."

Though enduring extreme pain, she rubs her palms together, begging Cha Ah-Ram, but...

"I was already angry that old man keeps clinging to Ahjussi..."

Crack.

Cracks begin to form on the outer walls of the surrounding buildings.

"This actually works out well."

Cha Ah-Ram approaches the woman who's begging with her leg gone.
Standing in front of her, she places her right foot on the fallen woman's body to prevent her from moving.

"Let's play for just 10 minutes."

She smiles cruelly.


* * *


Having arrived home, I pace around the living room, desperately praying that Cha Ah-Ram quickly finds Kim Se-Bong.

Ring~ Ring~ Ring~

"Hello?"

I quickly pull the phone from my pocket and answer.

"Ahjussi."

I hear Cha Ah-Ram's voice.

"How did it go?"
"I found the old man, but he says he's busy and will come after finishing his work... Should I force him to come?"
"No, don't. If he's busy, why force him? Thank you so much."
"Hmm... then when I get home, you'll give me a deep kiss, right?"
"....."

Learning that Kim Se-Bong is fine contrary to my worries, I feel relieved.

"Why aren't you answering?"
"I'll think about it."
"I compromised! You should give me a deep kiss too!"

As Cha Ah-Ram's trademark "compromise theory" emerges again, I can't help but smile.

"Just come home first."
"...I'll come quickly, so give me a kiss."

Click.

The call disconnects.

"...Huh?"

I stare at the phone screen that's gone black, as if entranced.

"Why... did I tell her to come home?"

She said she'd only stay for one night yesterday...

"....."

It seems strange that I just naturally assumed Cha Ah-Ram would stay at my house tonight too.

"This isn't right..."

I'm becoming afraid of how she's gradually seeping into the deepest parts of my heart.

Ding dong. Ding dong. Ding dong.

The doorbell brings me back from my contemplation.
I approach the front door and open it.

"Ahjussi!"

Cha Ah-Ram appears with an angry expression.

"What?"
"How can you fling the door open like that?!"
"...Huh?"
"Would you open the door like this for other women too?"
"No, but the only people who know this house are my colleagues, Hunter Kim Se-Bong, and you, so who else would come..."

Grab.

Cha Ah-Ram grips my wrist and pulls me into her arms.

"You never know!"

She looks up at my face and scolds me.

"Is that so?"
"'Is that so?' 'Is that so?' Ahjussi! You don't seem to understand your position—there are no men as handsome, tall, kind, cool, and charming as you! All women will come running with drool dripping!"

Whoosh.

My face burns at her aggressive compliments.

"If other women set their eyes on a man like you, I might explode. So please be careful."
"I'm sorry."

Before I know it, I'm apologizing to her, and only then does she smile with satisfaction.

"So when are you going to kiss me?"
"Kiss?"
"When we were on the phone earlier, I clearly asked for a deep kiss! If you say you don't remember...!"
"I remember. I do, so please calm down first?"

I haven't even told her I love her yet, and suddenly I'm supposed to give her a deep kiss?
That's absolutely impossible according to my standards.
But...

"Why are you hesitating? We already kissed deeply earlier. So come on~"

Cha Ah-Ram stands on her tiptoes and brings her face close to mine.

"Hurry up."

She closes her eyes and urges me to kiss her.

*Sigh...*

Just this once.
After this, I absolutely won't... be dragged around by Cha Ah-Ram anymore.

Smooch.

"...That's it?"
"I kissed you, didn't I?"
"You call that a deep kiss? That's just a greeting."

Cha Ah-Ram complains about how I immediately pulled away after our lips touched.

"Still, a promise is a promise, so that's... MMPH!!!"

She places her palm on the back of my head, pulls me to her, and starts exploring my lips.

"Whew..."
"....."

After playing with my mouth for about a minute, Cha Ah-Ram wears a satisfied expression.

"That was delicious."
"....."

Mother.
Father.
I keep getting sexually harassed by a woman.
What should I do...

"Let's go inside now."

Satisfied, Cha Ah-Ram grabs my arm and pulls me into the living room.


* * *


"What happened with Kim Se-Bong?"
"Well... we failed."

Twitch.

The eyebrows of the man sitting in the chair shoot upward.

"Failed? You sent Lee Mi-Rae and still failed? Why? She should have become stronger than Kim Se-Bong by now."
"Cha Ah-Ram intervened."
"Cha Ah-Ram?"

At the mention of Cha Ah-Ram's appearance, the seated man's expression turns serious.

"Were our activities discovered?"
"No, as soon as I saw Cha Ah-Ram entering, I immediately abandoned Lee Mi-Rae and moved far away. She probably won't find..."

Slash.

"Us..."

Thud.

The head of the woman reporting to the seated man is severed and falls to the floor.

"Won-Young."
"Yes."

A woman standing behind the man steps forward and stands before him.

"Immediately erase all traces left by this woman along her route and move the hideout."
"Yes, understood."

Whoosh.

The woman disappears from the spot.
Left alone, the man repeatedly taps his finger on the desk.

"Cha Ah-Ram... Cha Ah-Ram... Someday I'll take your head."

Grinding his teeth, he imagines Cha Ah-Ram with her head severed.

Ch.33 - Streaming Day 6. (2)
I was eating a simple dinner when I suddenly realized I hadn't turned on my stream today.

*What should I do?*

Should I start streaming now?
I glanced at Cha Ah-Ram who was quietly eating beside me.

"Would you like to try this? Ah~"

She immediately brought her spoon to my mouth.

"That's not what I—"
"My arm's going to fall off."

Having no choice, I opened my mouth. As she slowly withdrew the spoon after I took the food, she seemed curious about why I had been looking at her.

"So why were you looking at me?"
"Do you know that I stream?"
"Stream?"
"Yeah. I usually stream on Neotube from 2 to 3 PM, but I forgot to do it today."
"I vaguely remember you mentioning that."
"Did I?"

I've never once talked to Cha Ah-Ram about my streams.
But I played along with her claim.

"Are you going to stream now?"
"Even though it's late, I want to keep my promise to my viewers."
"Hmm....."

She put her spoon down on the table, lost in thought.

"So I'm in the way when you stream?"
"Could you give me some space?"

I never said she was in the way, but it's obvious she wants to participate in my stream. She's been watching consistently under the username "LovingYouth." Still, I played along and gave her an appreciative look.

"In exchange, you have to grant me a wish later. Okay?"
"....."

Wow.
She's such a con artist.
She's going to join the stream anyway, but she's making conditions?

"You don't like that? If you don't agree, I won't leave."
"Then let's stream together."

I blurted out my true feelings in response to her sly behavior.

Oops.

Having accidentally spoken my mind, I watched carefully for her reaction.

"...Stream together?"
"Maybe that's not appropriate? You're a world-famous Hunter after all, so appearing on a small stream like mine probably isn't right."
"R-right. If I appear on your stream, it might cause problems, so let's not do that."

Cha Ah-Ram spoke hurriedly.
I stared at her intently.

"It's really hot in here."

She fanned her face with her palm, then picked up her utensils again and began eating quickly.


* * *


After dinner, I left her in the living room and went alone to the bedroom.
I hadn't realized before, but she can hear even the slightest sounds, so I turned on the computer without saying anything.

"Sigh....."

After preparing for the stream, I lowered the microphone under my chin and clicked the "Start Live" button.

-Galaxy~

As expected, the viewer "LovingYouth"—Cha Ah-Ram—entered as soon as I started streaming and casually greeted me.

"Saha~ I'm really sorry for streaming late today."
-If you had personal matters, it's understandable that the stream would be delayed.

Normally she would have complained if I was even a little late, but after being together all day, she's being more considerate than usual.

"Thank you for understanding."

I gratefully accepted her consideration and started the conversation.

-Are you going to play StarCraft again today?
"No."

I shook my head.

"Today I brought a game that's popular among people in their twenties."

I actually had zero intention of playing this game. But I decided that streaming would be better than real life to find out how much she could endure, so I brought this game.

-What is it?
"Ta-da!"

I revealed the game screen that I'd been hiding.

-....What is that?

She immediately got angry.

"This is a Love Sim game. I heard it was inspired by adult anime."
-Play something else.
"Why?"

I tilted my head, pretending not to understand.

"I thought since you're a man, you'd naturally like Love Sim games, so I prepared this..."
-I don't play games like that!!!

There it is. Three exclamation marks.
Her definite reaction made me smile.
Since my webcam was broken anyway, I didn't bother hiding my smile and decided to keep provoking her reactions.

"But I paid for this game, so I thought I'd at least try it out."
-How much did you pay for it! I'll give you that money. No!! I'll give you several times that amount, so delete it right now.

This is fun, teasing her now that I know her identity.

"No. I'm a man too."

Honestly, I couldn't play these games as a minor during my school days, and after becoming an adult, I was too busy clearing dungeons and stopping Monster Waves to ever enjoy things like this.

-....

[User "DontWannaDie" has entered]

-No fans!

[User "DontWannaDie" has been kicked]

The Chief of Staff was kicked by Cha Ah-Ram as soon as he entered.

"I don't mind..."
-No. I think it's rude to keep asking about your underwear color.

You just want to be the only one who knows, don't you?

"But it feels strange with just one viewer."

I try to shake her up with a slightly complaining tone.

-I can donate more than those guys. So isn't it okay if it's just me?

I know you're rich.
But what I need is influence, even a small voice in society.
Despite the significant population decrease and reduced media influence compared to the past, developed culture hasn't regressed.
To create another mechanism to restrain Cha Ah-Ram, I speak about something I have suspicions about but no concrete evidence.

"I didn't start streaming for money. I want to chat casually with viewers, like other streamers."
-You have me! Talk with me.
"If we keep repeating the same conversation over and over... what will we talk about later?"

I force a sad voice, thinking about the comrades I lost in dungeons.

"It's not that I dislike you. I just want to meet and talk with other viewers too."

Let me confirm my suspicions.

-If more viewers come, will you still read my chats?

Got her.

*She's definitely been controlling my viewers.*

When I went to Seoul, my colleagues couldn't find my channel in searches, but after coming to this province and streaming together, I suddenly had 50 viewers and my channel became searchable?
Either she thinks I'm an idiot,
Or she thinks I'm too computer-illiterate to notice,
Or she had some other reason to control the stream.

"Of course. How could I ignore the chat of my first viewer?"

Please.
Release the control.
I stare intently at the chat, waiting for her response.

-Then I'd like more viewers too.

Though she won't explicitly say she'll release control to hide her identity, I understand her meaning and feel satisfied.

"I'd... like that too."
-So no Love Sim game, right?

What are you talking about?
Of course...

"I'll just try a little bit today."
-No!!!

No way.
Not happening.

Ding.

Thoroughly enjoying her reactions, I click the start button on the Love Sim.

[Please select a character route.]

1. Seol Ah-Yeon.
(22 years old. Height 155cm. Weight 46kg.)
Occupation: Streamer.

2. Ha Hye-Rin
(27 years old. Height 167cm. Weight 52kg.)
Occupation: Office worker

3. Lee Ji-Ah
(20 years old. Height 160cm. Weight 50kg)
Occupation: Model

[The character you first choose starts with +10 affection. You can still romance other characters, but event probabilities will be much lower, so choose carefully.]

Three characters appear.

"Who should I choose?"

I deliberately ask Cha Ah-Ram, but she just watches without typing anything.

"Should I choose the character with the big chest?"

As I'm about to select the character named Ha Hye-Rin in the middle.

-.....
"You don't like that?"

She just types five dots without any actual chat.

"Then how about this one?"

I hover the mouse pointer over character #3.

-Do you like younger women?

You're 21 yourself, who are you calling young?

"It's not that. Just..."
-So you don't like younger women?

Imagining her angry face in the living room.

"Well?"

I answer vaguely.

-...You don't like younger women, right?
"No, I like any woman I connect with."
-Anyone? So you like any woman who wears a skirt?
"Come on, you're a man too."
-Even if I am a man, I don't look at just any woman like that.

Is this how Cha Ah-Ram felt when she was playing with me while I knew nothing?
Completely absorbed in the fun of teasing her, I pretend to choose character #2.

"Since you dislike all of them, I'll go with the safe choice of the office worker."

I click on the woman in the sophisticated suit.

[Ms. Lee!]

The screen changes to show Lee Ji-Ah's upper body, with my character speaking to her.

"Judging by the 'Ms. Lee,' it seems my character is her junior."
-.....

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram typing just dots again, I barely hold back my laughter and press enter.

[Enter your name.]

The prompt appears.

"I'll use my own name...."

CRASH!

At that moment, a loud noise erupts from the living room.

"Please wait a moment."

Despite the sound of something breaking, I still call her "viewer" and hurry to the living room.

The small white marble table in front of the sofa has been shattered to pieces.

"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram, her face contorted, turns to me.

"Are you okay?"

Though I know she's not hurt... concern springs forth and I ask about her well-being.

"Hold me."
"....."

With tears welling in her eyes, Cha Ah-Ram runs into my arms when I hesitate slightly.

"Ahjussi. Ahjussi. Ahjussi."

She calls repeatedly, gradually tightening her arms around me.

"...You promised you wouldn't look at other women, so keep that promise."
"I promised, didn't I?"
"But..."

At my answer, she lifts her head abruptly as if to protest, but trails off, her lips moving silently.

"Hah......"

Finally, she lets out a deep sigh.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"Can't you stop streaming today and stay with me?"
"That's difficult. Even though there's only one viewer, I need to keep my promise."
"That viewer won't mind if you break your promise."

Since you're the viewer, that's probably true.
But to maintain my pretense of ignorance:

"No. I really hate breaking promises. So..."

Looking at the clock on the wall.

"I'll be with you in 50 minutes."

I barely manage to detach her arms from around me and return to the bedroom.

Left alone in the living room, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes begin to fill with murderous intent.

"I'm going to kill whoever made this Love Sim game."

She takes out the phone she had quickly stuffed into her pocket when Young-Seok came out during the stream.

[Young-Seok. Did you sleep well?]

As the female character he chose calls his name and asks how he is, bloodshot veins appear in her eyes.

Grind.

[Did you sleep well too, Ms. Lee?]

Crunch.

As she continuously grinds her teeth, Cha Ah-Ram's grip tightens and the phone in her hand begins to crumple.

"Huff..."

As if having made some decision, she begins walking toward the bedroom where Young-Seok is streaming.

Ch.34 - Streaming Day 6. (3)
"I'll help you with that, Mr. Lee! Let me carry it for you."
"Is it heavy?"
"Just walk past."

When the heroine Ji-Ah, who needs to be pursued first, is carrying heavy documents, choices appear.

"What should I choose..."
-Just walk past!!!

Before I can even speak, a chat message from the username "LovingYouth" pops up immediately.

"Aw, but that won't increase her affection level."

I feel a thrill every time she gets upset.

-Do you really need to increase her affection?
"That's how you clear the game, isn't it?"
-You said you were just trying it out! This is fraud.

Fraud?
Games are meant to be completed.
Hmm....

"I was planning to stream a bit longer today..."

BOOM.

The floor shakes momentarily with a loud noise.
Looks like she's venting her anger again.
As I'm debating whether to go out or not.

"Um... just a moment?"

I tell Cha Ah-Ram to wait and head to the living room.

"What's wrong?"

I notice a small fist mark on one of the mithril walls.

"Stop streaming, Ahjussi."
"Why do you keep asking me to quit? Can't you respect what I'm doing?"
"If it's about money, I'll give you whatever amount you want."

Materialism.
No matter how much I change her, I can't change her roots—she's had everything since birth.
But I need to tell her at least this much.

"Don't try to solve everything with money."
"....."

Looking at her with a stern expression for the first time.

"Money can probably solve most things in the world. You can even buy people's hearts. But..."

I convey my sincerity to her.

"To a fool like me, money is just like stones. So please, don't try to control me with money."
"...I'm sorry."

Cha Ah-Ram apologizes with a dejected expression.

"I know you didn't mean it that way. Just understand there's a fool like me out here."
"...I understand."
"So I'd appreciate if you didn't try to stop my streams. Can you compromise on that?"

After stealing her compromise theory and striking first, she only moves her lips without saying anything.

"Will you compromise?"
"No."

After keeping silent, her lips finally open with a refusal.

"No?"
"Yes, why can't you just stop streaming and stay with me?"
"Ah-Ram."
"No. No. No! I want to be with you!!! Why do you keep trying to distance yourself?"

Cha Ah-Ram releases everything that had built up.
Cold sweat runs down my body at her behavior, but I don't look away.

*This is the critical moment.*

If I give in to her words now, I'll likely be dragged along in the future.
So I need to button things up properly from the start.
Though all her angry actions are terrifying to me, I gather courage and open my mouth.

"Didn't I say love isn't one-sided?"
"I love you this much, so why do you keep saying it's one-sided! You like me too, don't you?! If you didn't, you wouldn't have hugged me or kissed me when I asked!"
"I did that because I was afraid of you."
"...What?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been raging out of control, suddenly has wavering pupils and returns to formal speech.

"Afraid you'd kill me. I did it because all your actions terrify me."
"...W-what are you saying? How could I kill you? Come on..."

She shakes her head in denial, finding it hard to believe what I'm saying.

"I'm scared of you. Scared you might kill me with a snap of your fingers like I saw in the dungeon. Or that you might harm my colleagues because something I did made you angry. I'm so scared. That's why I did what you asked."

I put all my heart into confronting her feelings with mine.


* * *


"Sigh....."

The living room with only me.
Was Cha Ah-Ram's presence, which lasted only a day, so significant?
It feels wider than usual.

"I'm sorry."

I lie down on the sofa, talking to myself.

*I hate you! Hate you! Hate you! I hate you so much, Ahjussi!*

Cha Ah-Ram, who probably showed me tears for the first time in her life, ran out of the house saying she hated me.

I almost died, but I'm still worried about her.

*Hate you. Hate you. Hate you!!*

Her voice saying she hates me echoes in my ears like a refrain.

"Sigh....."

I move my hands that were covering my eyes and take out my phone from my pocket to find Cha Ah-Ram's contact.

[010-5858-8282]
(Hunter Cha Ah-Ram)

I wonder how she saved my number.

Trembling.

My finger stops in front of the call button, fidgets, and eventually puts the phone down on my stomach without pressing it.

"Sigh....."

I try to sleep on the sofa with a deep sigh, but sleep doesn't come at all.

*Should I go to my room?*

My daily routine had always been falling asleep and waking up repeatedly with nightmares, but for some reason, since coming down to Goseong, I've fallen asleep as soon as I lay on the bed.

With continuous sighs, I get up my tired body to go to the bedroom when.

Thud.

The phone I had placed on my stomach falls to the floor.

Ring ring ring. Ring ring ring. Ring ring ring.

The dial tone sounds.

*No!*

I immediately dive to hang up the call that's already connected, but.

"...Hello."

Cha Ah-Ram's tearful voice is transmitted to my ear through the phone speaker.

"....."
"Why did you call?"

She asks again when I don't answer. I reluctantly hold the phone to my ear.

"...Did you arrive safely?"
"No."

Rumble.

Along with her negative response, thunder sounds from outside.

"No?"
"I'm outside."

Rumble.
Swoooosh!

Thunder sounds once more, and then heavy rain suddenly starts pouring.

"...Where are you?"

Swoooosh!

The sound of rain isn't coming from outside the house. It's coming from Cha Ah-Ram's phone, so I ask urgently.

"I'm just walking."
"I'm asking where you are!"
"You... said you don't love me. You said you're scared. Why do you care?"

Instead of answering my question, she throws back the words I said earlier.

"....."
"That's right. I'm a bad woman who kills people indiscriminately. I could kill you too if I get angry. So don't worry anymore. I'm hanging up now."

Beep beep beep. Beep beep beep. Beep beep beep.

The call disconnects with her words.

"....."

After standing motionless for about a minute with the disconnected phone still at my ear.

Jump.

I immediately get up and go to the bedroom.

Swish.

I clear everything on the desk, grab what I want, put on a simple jumper, and rush outside.

Jingle.

I start the motorcycle with the keys hanging on my phone and go out to find Cha Ah-Ram.

Vroom.

*Where are you?*

I had forgotten that Cha Ah-Ram is a woman, regardless of being S-rank.

*Where are you?*

Blaming myself for ignoring that she has emotions too, even if she kills people, I keep shaking my head as I search for her.

*Please... please come out, Ah-Ram...*

Despite my desperate search, she's nowhere to be seen, perhaps having gone far away.

"Ah-Ram!!!"

As I call out her name in frustration.

"...Ahjussi?"

Screech!

I immediately stop the motorcycle when I hear Cha Ah-Ram's voice.
Turning my head toward the direction of the voice, I see Cha Ah-Ram crouching in a rice field.
Her white dress is already soaked, and her red shoes are gone, leaving her barefoot. I rush to her.

"How did you know I was here?"
"You idiot!!!! You should call your secretaries when it rains! What are you doing here?"
"Just... I got a little scared of myself too."
"....."
"If it's scary. I'm scared of myself too."

Without saying anything, I take off my outer garment and put it on her.

"Wear this."

I hand her the spare helmet I was carrying.

"I'm an S-rank Hunter... a monster that you're afraid of. Even if we have an accident, I won't get a scratch, you know?"

She laughs self-deprecatingly and doesn't take the helmet.

Slide.

But I say nothing and forcibly put it on her head.

"I'm not putting it on because you might get hurt."
"Then why?"
"I'm worried dirt might get on your pretty face."
"....."

Taking the hand of Cha Ah-Ram, who is staring at me blankly.

"Let's go."

I drag the S-rank Hunter to the parked motorcycle.

"Get on."

At my command, she sits behind me without argument, and I restart the engine that I had turned off.

Vroom.

Squeeze.

I feel her warm embrace as she wraps her arms around me, but I can also feel a slight trembling.

"I'm sorry."

I say briefly to her just before starting.

"For what?"
"For saying I was scared."
"It's not your fault, Ahjussi. I really am... a monster, aren't I?"

My heart grows heavy as she blames herself again.

"You're not a monster."
"Then what am I?"
"You are..."

I pull the handlebar and start driving the motorcycle.

"An ordinary woman."

Very softly.
I whisper so quietly that she truly can't hear.

Ch.35 - Streaming Day 6. (4)
Whoosh.

The heavy rain poured down on me and Cha Ah-Ram sitting behind me as I drove the motorcycle quickly.

Vroom.

As soon as we arrived in front of my house, I turned off the engine.

"Let's hurry inside."

I got off first, took the hand of Cha Ah-Ram who was staring at me blankly, and led her into the house.

Click.

When I turned on the lights in the dark living room, I could see her completely soaked from the rain. Even Hunters with physical abilities that surpass ordinary people can still catch colds.

"You know where the bathroom is, right? Go shower first."
"....."

After telling her to shower first, I was about to go to the kitchen to make some warm soup when Cha Ah-Ram grabbed my collar.

"What?"
"Ahjussi."
"Yes."

Looking at me with yearning eyes.

"Do you... dislike me?"
"....."
"Are you scared being with me like this?"

I am scared.
The fear of her past actions has already disappeared, but I'm terrified of being drawn to her.

"Do I look like a monster to you?"

A monster?
To my eyes, she looks like the most beautiful woman.

"If I come closer..."

As she took a step forward, I naturally took a step back.

"You keep running away..."

When she took another step toward me, I backed away again.

"No matter how much I try to get closer, you keep backing away."

Thud.

As I kept backing up to match her footsteps, my back hit the wall.
Now I had nowhere else to retreat.

"If I get this close..."

She approached me as I was pressed against the wall.
With nowhere to back up, the distance between us narrowed.

"Am I that scary to you?"
"....."
"Are you afraid I'll kill you?"
"That's..."

Drip.

Glistening tears formed in her eyes, rolled down her cheeks, gathered at her chin, and began to fall one by one.

"I'm not a monster."
"I know."
"No, you don't. I'm... I'm human too. I'm a woman."

I've recognized you as a woman for a long time. It's just... I'm afraid of the aftermath if I accept you.

[51 members of the Cheonryong Guild died after provoking Cha Ah-Ram...]
[Implementing collective punishment? Cha Ah-Ram killed the entire family of a Hunter who attacked her...]

The image shown in the mass media and her behavior toward me are completely different, and I'm starting to see her as a woman.

"Ah-Ram."
"...Yes."

She keeps wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, her voice cracking as tears blur her vision.

"Can you wait a little longer?"
"...Wait?"
"You said you're good at waiting, didn't you?"

Cha Ah-Ram isn't bad.
It's the world that made her a killer that's bad.

"Un-until when?"

She asks through her sniffles, wanting a specific answer.

Swoosh.

I reach out and stroke her rain-soaked hair.

"Soon. It won't take long."
"A day? A week? A month? Or..."
"Shh."

I place my finger on her lips as she fires off questions.

"It'll be soon..."

For the first time, I give her a genuine smile, not a fake one.

"I hope you'll continue to like me."

By then, I think...
I'll probably love her more than she loves me.


* * *


Bubble, bubble.

After sending her, who was constantly coughing, to the bathroom, I'm in the kitchen making soup to warm her up.

"Ahjussi."
"...Where are the clothes I gave you?"
"I heard men like it when women dress like this. How do I look?"

Instead of wearing the sweatsuit I left in front of the bathroom, she's only wearing a loose shirt as she twirls in place and asks.

"I clearly asked you to wait earlier..."
"I know."

With a sulky expression.

"I want you to open your heart to me faster. Do you dislike me more when I dress like this?"
"....."

I quickly turn my head away, stimulated by her clearly visible figure.

"...A monster shouldn't dress like this, right...?"
"No. You're really pretty."

I answer immediately without any filtering from my brain.

"Really? I'm pretty?"

Oops.
I feel like I'm constantly being drawn in by her...
But it's not so bad.

"Stop."

That feeling is only momentary.
I stop Cha Ah-Ram as she approaches me, fluttering her sleeves that completely cover her hands.

"Stop."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram makes a pitiful expression.
But she doesn't ignore my words and obediently stays in place.

"Don't come any closer."
"Was it a lie when you said I was pretty?"
"That's not it."
"Then why are you telling me not to come closer? You're scared of me after all, aren't you?"

Tears begin to well up in her eyes again.

"That's not it, I said!"
"Then why..."
"Y-you idiot! It's because of how you're dressed that I'm telling you not to come closer!"

I finally point out that she's only wearing a shirt over her underwear.

"....."

The atmosphere becomes awkward at my words.

Bubble, bubble.

When I smell the soup burning, I seize the opportunity to turn around and stir it with a ladle to prevent it from burning, then pour it into a white bowl and place it on the table with a spoon.

"I'm going to shower. Eat this while you wait."

I quickly head to the bathroom before she can say anything.

Splash.

"Ahh~ This feels good."

There's nothing like soaking my rain-drenched body in the warm bathtub.

"I feel like I'm being played."

Clearly...
When she ran out earlier, I had the upper hand, but at some point, when she started showing tears, the control shifted back to her, making me uneasy.

*I need to get a grip.*

No matter who she is, I've lived 10 years longer than Cha Ah-Ram.

I'm more confident in dealing with people than she is, so I resolve not to get swept away, strengthening my determination.

Knock, knock, knock.

When I hear a knock, I quickly pull both knees up to my chest.

"What?"
"I'll wash your back."
"N-no! I don't need it!"

I shout urgently, but.

Click.
Creak.

The door slowly opens, revealing Cha Ah-Ram who has changed into the sweatsuit I left in front of the door.

"Why are you coming in! Get out right now!"
"I'll wash your back."
"I said I don't need it! I'm just going to soap up and get out!"

I yell, but she ignores me and hands me a towel.

"You might feel embarrassed, so cover yourself with this."
"You could just leave! Why did you come in!"
"You helped me too, Ahjussi."
"...Huh?"
"I didn't ask for your help either, but you came on your own and brought me here."

When I'm speechless at her ridiculous explanation.

"So I have the right to help you even if you don't ask for it."
"H-how is that the same!!!"

I struggle to speak as she continues with her absurd logic as if it's obvious.

"It's the same."
"It's not the same at all. So get out."
"I'm going to help you anyway."

Not wanting to back down because I don't know what might happen if I lose here.

"Get out right now! If you don't leave within three seconds, I'll hate you forever."

At the mention of hating her, her arm holding the towel drops limply.

"...I can't be of any help to you, Ahjussi."
"That's not it, it's just that the current situation is a bit awkward, right?"
"It's okay. I must look like a monster in your eyes... You must be scared."
"Listen to me! That's absolutely not it."

It's just... if we stay like this, instinct might take over reason.
I'm so frustrated with Cha Ah-Ram's constant nonsense.

"Then what is it?"
"....."

When she asks what it is, my mouth automatically closes.

"See..."
"You idiot!!! I'm a man too! That's why I'm telling you to get out!"
"....."

After cutting off Cha Ah-Ram's words and shouting, she stares at me blankly.

"Get out right now!"

I point at the open door and whisper for her to leave immediately.


* * *


"No."

After barely finishing my shower and getting ready for bed, I'm having a second round with Cha Ah-Ram in the bedroom.

"We've slept together before. Please? I'm scared."
"Well said."

I cross my arms and glare at her.

"What exactly are you scared of?"
"You, Ahjussi."
"What?"

Cha Ah-Ram says that I'm the one who's scary.

"I'm scared when I'm apart from you."
"....."
"I really won't do anything. I'll just hold your hand while we sleep. Please? Please?"

Normally, it would be the man who brings this up first to seduce the woman, but our relationship is completely reversed.

"You'll really just hold hands while sleeping?"
"Yes~!"

I push her forehead back with my finger as she tries to snuggle up to me.

"Hands!"
"Heehee..."

With no choice, just like before, I lay out the bedding on the floor. As I lie down, Cha Ah-Ram turns off the lights and quickly comes to lie down next to me. When the scent of her skin hits my nose, I quickly turn to my side.

"Good night."
"Give me your hand."

I extend my hand backward while lying on my side, and she immediately interlocks our fingers and starts rubbing it against her cheek.

"Wh-what are you doing?"

I shout in surprise, but.

"What? You said hands were okay..."
"Just hold it!"

My head starts throbbing... as time continues to pass.

Ch.36 - Streaming Day 6. (5)
Deep in the night.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been lying next to the sleeping Young-Seok holding his hand, opens her eyes.

Groggily, without letting go of his hand, she raises her upper body and stares intently at Young-Seok's sleeping face.

"...Ahjussi."

She calls him with an affectionate voice.

"I knew you were afraid of me."

Though he never pushed her away when she clung to him, she had glimpsed moments of fear in his eyes.

Murderer, monster, Witch, demon, and so on.
Many media outlets feared her power and didn't broadcast her, but she knew they all cursed her behind her back.
The reason she let it slide was because it didn't bother her.
Even if those bottom-feeding Bugs squirmed, they were just insects after all.
That's why she thought she didn't need to manage her image.

But...
For the first time, she regretted it.
Throughout holding hands, embracing, and kissing, Young-Seok's eyes had looked at her as a murderer.

This won't do.

In the many romance books she had studied thoroughly, they said to turn back in situations like this.
Realizing it would be impossible for him to love her with their relationship so askew, she quickly changed her plan.

A woman with a kind heart.

She neither fit his stated ideal type nor had the ability to live kindly.
So she had changed her approach.
She decided to pour love onto her bad image...
But she realized that the more she expressed her love, the more it backfired.

Smooch.

After staring intently at his face, Cha Ah-Ram couldn't resist her desire and placed a light kiss on his lips.

"Mmm..."

He stirs, touching his lips as if tickled.

"I'll love you more, much more."

Slowly, very carefully, she turns his sleeping body toward her.
Taking care not to wake him, she slips into his arms.

Hoo... Hoo...

His even breathing.
Warm body heat.

"This feels good."

Ahjussi doesn't know how much I've held back.
Even just looking at him makes me want to be in his arms, whispering words of love.

"I love you."

Her heart is too small to contain all her love, so it naturally flows up her throat and out of her mouth.

"I love you."

Whenever she sees him, the landscape around her changes.
Just looking at him makes the world appear in rainbow colors, and his smile alone fills her with happiness.
Such a lovable Ahjussi.

"So... so much..."

Her arms around him gradually tighten as she embraces him firmly.

"I feel like I'm going crazy because I like you so much."

Even now, she's barely holding onto her sanity because she's so happy.

"Look only at me. Talk only to me. Hold me. Love me. Marry me."

As she whispers softly into his ear, his ear twitches.

"I was too hasty."

She resents herself for rushing toward him without understanding what he was thinking.
Though it's already too late...

"I still have a chance, right?"

She had deliberately run out of the house, waiting for him to come after her.
As expected, he came out into the pouring rain to find her.

"If you came looking for me, does that mean I'm in your heart?"

A black flame blooms within her happy heart.

*Lock him up so he only looks at me.*
*Hypnotize him to make him love me.*

These thoughts occurred countless times, but she deliberately pushed away those desires.
Even though she was a murderer who had killed many people, she was now the Vice Guild Master of a major guild.
She knew better than anyone how to win someone over, so she rejected those impulses with all her might.

*Ahjussi is not a doll.*

He's the person I love, not an emotionless doll.
And...

"There's joy in winning you over, which makes me happier."

Until now, no monster threatening her had ever appeared in any dungeon, making things boring, but Ahjussi's stubborn resistance makes the conquest fun.

"I love you sincerely."

Smooch.

Leaving a light kiss on his sleeping cheek, she closes her eyes and falls asleep feeling his warm presence.


* * *


"...Hmm."

Waking up to find Cha Ah-Ram nestled in my arms, I look at her with a troubled expression.

When did she get in my arms?
After staring at her sleeping form for a moment, I naturally poke her cheek with my finger.

"Mmm..."

As soon as my finger touches her, she stirs, making my heart drop. I quickly pull my finger away.

That was close.
Calming my startled heart, I contemplate how to extract myself from her embrace and decide to slowly inch my way out.

"Ahjussi."
"....."

My body freezes as Cha Ah-Ram's lips part slightly and call my name.
But it seems to have been sleep-talking, as she says nothing more. I exhale my held breath and start moving backward again.

"Good morning."

Her eyes are open—I don't know when that happened—and she greets me with a smile.

"...Did you sleep well?"

I awkwardly return her greeting.

"Yes, I slept well."

Smiling shyly, she moves back into my arms as I try to retreat. She extends her long, white arm toward me.

"Ahjussi."
"...Yes?"
"Eye booger. Hehe."

She wipes beneath my eye with her finger, removing the sleep crust.

Thump thump thump.

Feeling my heart beating wildly first thing in the morning, I pull away from her embrace, sensing trouble if this continues.

"Do you want to wash up first?"

I suggest she wash up first to change the awkward atmosphere.

"Should I?"
"I'll prepare breakfast while you do."

As she gets up from the bed, I quickly tidy the bedding and secretly watch her back as she leaves the bedroom.

*Sigh...*

Click.

Only when I hear the bathroom door open and close do I let out a deep sigh.

"Please..."

Not yet.
It's still a dangerous stage...
Heart, please...
Hold on.

The once-solid lock is now cracking, and I desperately beg it to hold.

After finishing tidying the bedroom, I go to the kitchen and prepare a simple breakfast.
Fried eggs, sausages, kimchi, and seasoned vegetables.
I fill bowls with steaming white rice and place them on the table.

Click.

Just then, Cha Ah-Ram emerges from the bathroom with a towel around her neck.

Thump. Thump.

"Ahjussi, it's your turn to wash up."
"....."

I stare blankly at her figure, her wet hair neatly draped over her right shoulder, then pinch my thigh to regain my senses.

"Do you want to eat first?"
"I'll wait for you."
"Alright."

I hurry into the bathroom and catch my breath.

"It's broken."

My heart races uncontrollably whenever I see her now.
Even now, I keep thinking:

*Would it be okay to date her now?*

A vain hope keeps filling my heart that she won't harm my colleagues if she loves me.

But...

In a world where lower-ranked Hunters and their colleagues can be massacred when couples with different power levels fight, I can't accept her without any safety measures.

Splash. Splash.

I wash my face with cold water to clear my head, then head back to the kitchen.

Screech.

Ignoring Cha Ah-Ram's steady gaze, I sit in the seat farthest from her.

"Thank you for the meal."

I feel deeply moved by Cha Ah-Ram's now-consistent mealtime courtesy.

"Enjoy."

I return the greeting and pick up my chopsticks to start eating.

Clink. Clink.

Unlike her previous behavior during our meals together, this time she eats quietly without doing anything, making me somehow nervous.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"

I glance at her from the corner of my eye and startle when she calls me.

"Are you free today?"
"Free?"
"If you have time, could you go somewhere with me?"
"I only need to water the garden, so I do have time..."

I consider her question for a moment.

"Where are we going?"
"It's a secret. Can you come with me?"

She asks me again, saying it's a secret.

"I need to know where before I can answer."
"I promise I won't harm you in any way."

She looks at me with sad eyes as she promises not to harm me.

"...Hmm."

My carefully composed heart wavers again.

*Don't give up control.*

I harden my resolve.

"If you won't tell me, I won't go."

I tell her I won't go. Her pupils shake before refocusing.

"...I understand."

She bows her head and resumes eating.

*I wonder where this secret place is?*

I continue eating while wondering about the secret place she mentioned.
Eventually finishing the meal, I stand up.

"Thank you for breakfast. I'll be heading to the company building now."
"...You're leaving?"
"I think it would be difficult for you if I stayed here longer."

Cha Ah-Ram smiles sadly and bows to me.

"Thank you for letting me stay and for the meal."

After politely thanking me, she walks toward the front door.

*Stop her. Stop her. Stop her. Stop her. Stop her.*

As I watch her retreating figure, a tempting voice in my heart urges me to stop her.

Click.

In the end, I just stare blankly as she opens the front door and disappears from the house, then hang my head.

"...I'm sorry."

I quietly utter the words I couldn't say to her.
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The empty space she left behind.
The scenery that briefly felt vast returns to normal, and I, who had been in a daze, finally start to move.

While sweeping up dust from every corner of the spacious house with a broom and dustpan.

*Ahjussi.*

I hear Cha Ah-Ram's voice and turn around, but belatedly realize I'm alone in this large house.

"Sigh..."

Though it was a short time, Cha Ah-Ram was the person I had the most contact with in my life besides my mother. As my mind becomes troubled, I try to erase these thoughts by keeping myself busy.

I thoroughly clean every nook and cranny of the house to organize my thoughts, making everything shine.

"I'm hungry."

After exerting so much energy, I get hungry and head to the kitchen, contemplating what to eat.

Should I have kimchi stew with white rice?
Or should I just have instant ramen?
Or maybe I should grill the meat I bought during my last grocery trip, even if it's a bit troublesome?

*Ahjussi, try this.*

Once again, I hear Cha Ah-Ram's voice as an auditory hallucination.

"...I'm going crazy."

I'm losing my mind.
Cha Ah-Ram's image and voice keep automatically playing in my head.

*Hang in there.*

I pound my thigh with my fist, trying to erase the image of Cha Ah-Ram returning to her company. Looking at the clock on the kitchen wall, it's 11:30. At this hour, I figure I'll grill some meat, tend to my garden, and then turn on my stream, so I take meat out of the refrigerator to prepare.


* * *


After eating the grilled meat and tending to my garden, it's almost time for my stream.

My heart pounds.

Even though it's just online, the thought that Cha Ah-Ram will be watching my stream makes my heart race.

"I can't deny it anymore."

I don't know how Cha Ah-Ram came to like me, but I'm certain of one thing.

"I like Cha Ah-Ram."

31 years old and 21 years old.
C-rank and S-rank.
An ordinary person and someone who controls the world.
Me, who desires a simple daily life, and Cha Ah-Ram, who wants to have everything.
We differ in every aspect, but I can no longer deny it.
I gather my thoughts and hurry to prepare for the livestream.

"Hello everyone."

I greet viewers immediately after starting the stream, anticipating Cha Ah-Ram's arrival, but nothing appears in the chat. The viewer count is even at zero.

*Could it be...?*

Is she upset with me?
Many thoughts cross my mind, but nothing unusual happened right before we parted.

1 minute. 2 minutes. 3 minutes.

"Haah..."

I wait for the username "LovingYouth" to enter the stream, but seeing no sign of her, I can't hide my troubled feelings and eventually let out a sigh.

"She's sulking."

She must be upset because I didn't accept her.

"She said she could wait, but now..."

Disappointment and a bit of anger dominate my feelings, but then.

"....."

Recognizing that my current emotional state is wrong, I quickly try to calm myself down.
I was the one who didn't accept when she offered.
Cha Ah-Ram kept whispering her love to me, but I was the one who pushed her away...
I repeatedly tell myself "I'm fine" as a form of self-hypnosis, when suddenly.

[Aria has entered the stream.]

An unfamiliar viewer enters the stream.

"Hello, Aria..."

[Aria has left the stream.]

I greet them warmly, but Aria immediately leaves.

This is normal.
I gather my thoughts and turn on the dating sim game I was playing before to continue.

[Young-Seok. Do you have time today?]

1. Time?
2. I have plans today.
3. If Manager Lee is calling, I should make time.

Three choices appear.

"The third choice looks appealing."

Even though no one is watching the stream, I continue to interact for later editing and uploading to my channel.

Click.

I click the third option.

[Really? Then let's have a drink after work today.]

Manager Lee suggests having a drink with a smiling face.
After that, there are no more choices as the story continues to flow until it's almost time to leave work.

1. Approach Manager Lee first and suggest leaving work.
2. Wait until she approaches you.
3. Leave work first.

Three more choices appear.

"Why would 'leave work first' even be an option?"

As I stare at the option to leave work first, despite having made plans with Manager Lee.

[LovingYouth has entered the stream.]

"Lo-LovingYouth!"

I quickly greet her as Cha Ah-Ram enters the stream.

-Eunha~

As she greets me back in the chat, my previously uneasy heart calms down.

"You're a bit late today?"

I try to speak without showing any emotion, but.

-Are you angry?
"Me? Why would I be angry?"
-You seem angry though...?

I quickly rub my face before remembering I'm not using a webcam.

"Really, I'm not."
-Well, if you say so, I'll believe you.
"It's not 'I'll believe you,' I'm telling you I'm not angry!"
-Okay~
"Hahaha."
-Why are you laughing?

I can't help but laugh seeing Cha Ah-Ram's chat message coolly responding with "okay" as if she doesn't believe me.

"Just because."

Bad girl.
She did something bad to me, so it's my turn to get back at her.

"So, LovingYouth, which option would you like to choose?"
-Are we doing this again?

She seems to have just noticed I'm playing a dating sim game and quickly types in the chat.

"Of course."
-You said it would be just for one day!
"Did I say that?"

I pretend not to remember and respond nonchalantly.

-Ahjussi!!! This isn't right.

Cha Ah-Ram finally loses her temper.
But somehow, I find her even more lovable.

"What's not right?"
-You clearly promised me.
"A promise? Hmm..."
-Were you someone who doesn't keep promises?

Someone who doesn't keep promises...
Recalling the past.

"...Maybe."
-What?
"I am someone who couldn't keep promises."

I subtly reveal my true self to the woman who loves me.

-What does that mean?
"It's just something. Anyway, let's continue."

Click.

As the atmosphere becomes too gloomy, I click the first option to change the mood. The background changes from sitting at a desk to standing in front of her.

-No... Ahjussi!!!

Cha Ah-Ram's anger comes through the chat as I just start playing.

[What's up?]
[Manager Lee. If you're done with work, shall we leave together?]
[Is it already time to leave?]

The dialogue continues to change without any choices.

Tap tap tap.

As I press enter to read through the conversation.

[So what do you want to eat?]

1. Chicken, of course.
2. Do you have something in mind?
3. Would you like to come to my place? I'll cook.

-Definitely the first one!!! Absolutely do NOT choose the third one.

Ignoring her desperate chat message, I click the third option.

[Your place? Hmm... okay.]

Manager Lee readily agrees to my chosen option.

-Ahjussi... are you really doing this?

Cha Ah-Ram's message appears in the chat.

"Come on... honestly, if you're going to drink, you should do it at home."

This is fun.
If we were face to face, I probably couldn't say these things, but with the stream as an intermediary, the emotions I've kept buried naturally come out.
And...
It feels new to see her getting angry at me after whispering her love and promising to give me everything.
It feels like we're really lovers teasing each other, and I can't hide my excitement.

"You never know what might happen if you drink at a bar, right? What if someone picks a fight?"
-Then you just get a game over.
"But then I wouldn't clear the game. As a game YouTuber, I should at least clear it."

As I energetically respond to her.

[Ppyorutte has entered the stream.]

A new viewer enters the stream.
Like before, this is a username I've never seen.
It seems like Cha Ah-Ram heard what I said earlier and decided to forgive me, which gives me a strange feeling.

-Oh... it's been a while since I've seen this game.
"Hello."
-Hi.

Ppyorutte shows interest, seemingly having played this dating sim before.

-Are you a dating sim specialist YouTuber?
-No!!!

Before I can answer, Cha Ah-Ram's message appears.

-What?
-He's a general game YouTuber.
-I see.

Cha Ah-Ram, who dislikes dating sims, quickly explains that I'm a general game YouTuber.

"Yes, I'm a novice YouTuber who tries various games. I'm trying to make entertaining content."
-But if you're a retired Hunter... were you originally active as a Hunter?
"Yes, are you interested in Hunters?"
-Yes!

Since they seem to have already played the dating sim I'm playing but show interest in Hunters instead of the game, I wonder if they might be a member of Cha Ah-Ram's guild.
But the following chat message dispels my suspicion.

-I'll be an adult next year.
"Just because you become an adult doesn't mean you'll automatically awaken abilities."

After I mention that not everyone awakens abilities upon becoming an adult.

-I know. But if your parents are Hunters, there's a high probability of awakening abilities, right?
"Ah, are your parents Hunters?"
-Yes.

Well, that changes things.
Like Cha Ah-Ram, if your parents are Hunters, especially high-ranked ones, there's a very high probability of awakening.

-I have a question, may I ask?
-Ahjussi, let's end the game and switch to a consultation stream.

Cha Ah-Ram, who has been annoyed by the dating sim all along, seizes the opportunity to suggest ending it.

"Shall we?"

Honestly, I was getting tired of the dating sim too, so I readily accept Cha Ah-Ram's suggestion and close the game.

"What are you curious about?"

I show my desktop and ask Ppyorutte.

-How many dungeons did you enter per month as a retired Hunter?
"Why do you ask?"
-My parents usually enter once a month, at most twice, and they find it very difficult. That's why I'm asking.

From the mention of entering dungeons at most twice a month, I can roughly gauge the Hunter rank of Ppyorutte's parents.
If my intuition is correct, Ppyorutte's parents are probably both A-rank.

"Are they A-rank by any chance?"
-Huh?! How did you know?

At A-rank, it's more profitable to enter one dangerous dungeon than to repeatedly enter smaller ones.

"When you've been through dungeons, you can tell a Hunter's rank just by the frequency."
-Then how many did you enter per month?
"I..."

How many did I enter?
Before losing my parents, I entered just enough to make a living, but after that...

"I don't remember exactly, but roughly about ten times a month."
-Ten times?
"Yes. I was a low-ranked Hunter."

Though I say this, the average number of dungeon entries for a C-rank Hunter is at most five times.
After hearing my answer, Ppyorutte stops chatting.
They probably figured out my rank from the mention of ten times.

It's Cha Ah-Ram who's strange for being nice to me; C-rank Hunters aren't even treated as human.
Since Ppyorutte's parents are A-rank, they're probably disgusted with me now.
I try to remove Ppyorutte from the stream before Cha Ah-Ram sees them disrespecting me, but then.

-Thank you for protecting our country.
"...What?"

My thought process freezes for a moment.

-Thanks to Hunters like you, we've been able to live comfortably. Thank you so much.

Ppyorutte writes to me with sincere gratitude.
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She had expected him to catch her, but contrary to her expectations, Young-Seok didn't.

"Tch..."

Cha Ah-Ram, her cheeks puffed out in annoyance, continued to display her displeasure even after arriving at the company building.

"Agassi."

When Park Secretary, who had been waiting outside, knocked on the door and called her, she returned to her expressionless face.

"What?"
"It's time for the morning meeting."
"Tell them to proceed without me."
"It's about the overseas dungeon raid strategy."

Though she was reluctant, this time Park Secretary wouldn't back down.

"Sigh..."

Knowing the importance of the overseas dungeon raid meeting, she sighed and said:

"Wait."

Finally, she stood up, held her head high, and walked out the door.
Park Secretary, who had been waiting beside the door with documents, immediately handed them to Cha Ah-Ram.

"These are the dungeon situations in India and the United States."

Cha Ah-Ram began walking while reviewing the documents.

Ding.

The elevator that only she could use arrived, and the doors opened.

"What are you doing?"
"Pardon?"

She asked Park Secretary, who was bowing and waiting for the doors to close.

"Get in."
"...You mean me?"

Since Cha Ah-Ram's private elevator was off-limits even to her parents, Park Secretary couldn't hide his bewilderment and asked again.

"I won't tell you twice to get in."

When her eyebrow twitched, he quickly boarded the elevator.

Whirr.

"Why aren't you pressing the button?"

She spoke to Park Secretary, who seemed to have lost his soul, and he hurriedly pressed the button for the 5th floor where the conference room was located.

Ding!

When they reached the 5th floor, the doors opened to reveal numerous guild members in the hallway.

Click, clack.

As Cha Ah-Ram stepped out of the elevator first, they all bowed in greeting.
As she passed between them, she paused briefly.

"Good morning."

She said very quietly before continuing on her way.

"D-did the Agassi just greet us?"

One of the guild members watching her retreating figure stammered.

"Shh."

But another guild member next to him jabbed his side to silence him.
Park Secretary, who had been following closely behind Cha Ah-Ram, rushed ahead when the conference room came into view and opened the door for her.
Cha Ah-Ram entered the naturally opened door and took her seat at the head of the table. All the Cheonmun Guild members who had been waiting stood up and bowed to her.

"Enough. So the situation in India is bad?"

She gestured for them to sit and got straight to the point. One of the guild members stood up again.

"Yes. An SS-rank dungeon has appeared in the capital, New Delhi, and it's been almost two years now."

It was a situation where a Monster Wave could break out at any moment.
If an SS-rank dungeon in India's capital were to burst, countless lives would clearly be lost, but with an indifferent expression:

"What are the terms?"

She asked about the benefits rather than the lives at stake.

"Five tons of gold bullion."
"Just 5 tons?"

To her, five tons of gold bullion was negligible, so she asked with an emotionless voice.

"If you personally come and clear the dungeon, they've added a condition to grant any additional request you make."
"Me personally?"

Cha Ah-Ram snorted and said:

"They're out of their minds."

She mocked their request.

"Since it's also time for you to renew Article 1 of the World Peace Organization, going to India in person..."

Boom.

The Hunter giving the report suddenly turned pale, began trembling all over, and had to support himself with both arms on the table.

Cha Ah-Ram watched him with an indifferent expression, slowly raised her hand, then lowered it again.

"Huff... huff..."

The Hunter, who had been struggling to breathe, gasped for air as the pressure crushing him disappeared.

"Deliver this message clearly."

Glaring at the trembling Hunter:

"Even if the Indian President came, I absolutely would not go..."

Cha Ah-Ram stopped mid-sentence and seemed to be thinking about something.
When she didn't continue speaking, an awkward silence filled the conference room.

"When is the Monster Wave expected to break?"
"In about 25 days."

When Cha Ah-Ram suddenly changed her stance after saying she wouldn't go, everyone except Park Secretary had subtle expressions on their faces.

"Let's put India on hold. What about the US?"

Everyone was shocked when Cha Ah-Ram mentioned putting it on hold.

"What about the US?"

She asked fiercely, and the startled guild member quickly collected himself.

"There's also an SS-rank dungeon expected to break in the US soon."
"The US doesn't need our help, do they?"

Though they might be weaker than herself, the US had far more S-rank Hunters than Korea, so she found it strange that they would ask for help.

"It seems they want to meet you, Agassi."
"Jackson?"
"Yes."

When Cha Ah-Ram mentioned the name Jackson, the Hunter nodded without hesitation.

"He needs Jackson's help to clear the SS-rank dungeon, but he's refusing to enter until you come..."
"That crazy bastard. Is he playing with people's lives?"
"....."

Everyone listened to her words in a daze, heads bowed low.

"What?"

Her concern for American lives seemed so out of character compared to her indifference toward Indian lives that the guild members kept their heads down, avoiding eye contact.

"Am I funny?"
"No, not at all!!!"

The guild members shouted in unison.
With a cold gaze toward them:

"Tell them I'm not going since the US can handle it themselves."
"Understood."
"Is the meeting over then?"
"Well..."
"Speak up."

When she asked if it was over, the reporting guild member hesitated, which irritated her.

"The government is asking you to return to Seoul again..."
"Tell them to shut up."
"But currently, Hunter Kim Se-Bong is..."

The reporting guild member carefully mentioned Kim Se-Bong, who was hospitalized in the VIP room of the hospital operated by the Cheonmun Guild.

"Tell them they should be grateful I disposed of that trash."
"...Understood."

He finally nodded at Cha Ah-Ram's order.

"So it's really over now?"
"Yes."
"Then everyone is dismissed."

Cha Ah-Ram quickly stood up and left the conference room first.
Park Secretary hurried after her.

"Is something wrong?"

Park Secretary asked as he boarded the elevator with Cha Ah-Ram.

"What are you doing?"
"Pardon?"
"Why are you getting on?"
"Ah, I'm sorry."
"It's fine."

She seemed to be in a hurry as she quickly pressed the button for the floor where her office was located.

"Why isn't this closing?"

She repeatedly pressed the door close button.

Whirr.

Finally, the doors closed and the elevator began ascending.

"Agassi. Neotube contacted us this morning."
"Neotube?"
"Yes, they said they've unblocked Kim Young-Seok's Neotube channel as you requested."
"Really?"

Cha Ah-Ram frowned for a moment but quickly returned to her normal expression.

"From now on, assign some idle guild members to the broadcast. If anyone writes hurtful comments, send them out immediately to behead them."
"Yes."
"...No. Just... report to me."

Monster.
Murderer.
Witch.

It was too late to pretend to be nice now, but...
Cha Ah-Ram, who wanted to at least stand proudly before the Ahjussi, thought about the labels that would follow her for life and retracted her previous order.

"...Yes."

Park Secretary, momentarily surprised by Cha Ah-Ram's changed behavior in just a few days, quickly composed himself and responded.

Ding!

When the elevator arrived, Cha Ah-Ram rushed to her office.

She turned on her computer and used her specially ordered phone to access Young-Seok's current broadcast.

"Damn it!!!"

Her expression, which had brightened at Young-Seok's voice, quickly turned cold and irritated.

"Who the hell made this stupid game!"

As he shouted loudly, Park Secretary, who had been waiting, quickly approached.

"Should we take action?"
"Leave... it."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been about to order everyone killed, thought of her beloved Young-Seok's face and told him not to.
As the broadcast continued, for some reason, the Ahjussi who always ended his stream at 3 PM kept going.

"What's this?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sitting with her eyes closed, focusing on Young-Seok's voice with a subtle smile, suddenly stood up and glared at the rising chat messages.

-Thanks to your efforts as a Hunter, we've been able to live comfortably. Thank you so much.

She made an incredulous expression seeing a viewer with the nickname "Ppyorutdae" paying respects to the Ahjussi.

"Why is this person to Ahjussi..."
"Ppyorutdae... thank you sincerely."

Just as Cha Ah-Ram was feeling jealous, Young-Seok expressed his gratitude with a voice that sounded moist with emotion.

"Thank you... thank you so much."
-No, I should be the one thanking you. Thanks to you, I was able to grow up safely and healthily.

She had a feeling.
Ppyorutdae.
The way of speaking was completely feminine.
Cha Ah-Ram was certain Ppyorutdae was a woman and was about to type a chat message but stopped.

"I was 'LovingYouth'."

She sat back down with a hollow laugh.

"What's wrong?"

Park Secretary, seeing this unfamiliar expression on Cha Ah-Ram's face, quickly asked.

"Nothing... I should have just said I was Cha Ah-Ram."

It had been really nice watching Ahjussi's broadcasts with the nickname "LovingYouth."
But she realized that as long as she used that nickname, there was no way to approach him.

She had already lied about being a man and had been watching since the broadcast started.
If she revealed the truth now, Young-Seok might hate her or be even more afraid of her.

"Shit..."

A curse escaped her refined lips as she listened to Young-Seok's voice, which kept choking up in response to Ppyorutdae's messages, unable to hide her complicated feelings.
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This feeling that makes my heart swell—it's been so long since I've felt it.
It's always joyful to receive gratitude from someone, but I've never heard words like that before in my life.

I haven't lived in vain.
Saving people has truly meant something to someone.
I was right to steadfastly maintain my beliefs, even when fellow party members called me a fool.

My heart overflows and tears stream from my eyes.

"Thank you... thank you so much."
-No, it's because of you, retired Hunter. We were able to grow like this because of your actions.

Each chat message from Ppyorutte touches my heartstrings, awakening the dormant Hunter instinct within me.

*I want to go back in.*

The desire to enter dungeons again boils up inside me.

-Ahjussi.

Just then, Cha Ah-Ram, who had been quietly watching, sends a chat message.

"Ahem... AHEM... Ugh! Please go ahead, Sachoeng-nim."

I clear my completely hoarse throat and respond to her.

-Thank you for protecting me too.

Unlike with Ppyorutte, I know the identity of SarangHaneungCheongChun, and a chill runs down my spine.

*Is she jealous right now?*

Having heard that an S-rank's jealousy is beyond imagination, I quickly speak up to reassure the Ppyorutte viewer.

"Thank you very much too, Sachoeng-nim."
-Really?
"Of course."

I reassure Cha Ah-Ram who questions me.

*Time to end the stream.*

It's already well past the scheduled end time, and if I end now, Cha Ah-Ram won't do anything to Ppyorutte later.

"I'll... end the broadcast now."
-Wait a moment.

Just then, Ppyorutte types a message.

To Retired Hunter: Could we possibly meet in person so you can share some know-how with me? I'll pay you well for your time.

The message comes as a private whisper, not a regular chat.

*What should I do?*

If this were the old me, I would have immediately agreed, thinking it important to nurture junior Hunters. But now I'm concerned about Cha Ah-Ram's reaction.

*Should I? Shouldn't I?*

After much deliberation, I finally send a whisper to Ppyorutte.

To Ppyorutte: When were you thinking? If the timing works, I'd be happy to teach you. Of course, no payment is necessary.
C-rank Hunter know-how.
I send the whisper, thinking payment isn't necessary.

-To Retired Hunter: Really? I'm so happy! I'm available anytime.
-To Ppyorutte: How about this weekend?
-To Retired Hunter: Where do you live? I'll come to you.
-To Ppyorutte: Goseong in South Gyeongsang Province. I'll meet you in town when you arrive this weekend.
-To Retired Hunter: Thank you so much. I'll visit your stream every day.

After wrapping up the conversation:

"It's almost 4 o'clock already. I think I'll end the stream now."
-Don't go.

Cha Ah-Ram clings to me just like before.
Anyway...
She's coming to my house, isn't she?
Thinking to myself:

"Come on, I have things to do too. I'll end the broadcast now. Thank you all very much for watching. Saha~ Ppyoha~"
-Eunba~
-Thank you for the stream.

●I press the end broadcast button.

"Phew."

After ending the stream, I release all the emotions I've been holding in.

"I thought she was upset..."

It's a relief she wasn't upset, seeing as she came to the broadcast.

"Alright."

I get up from my seat and head to the kitchen so I can prepare a meal for when Cha Ah-Ram arrives. I try to recall what she likes to eat.

*"I like bibimbap too."*

She likes bibimbap?
I remember her eating bibimbap at Pung-Yo Pub. She ate it in small bites but didn't leave any.
Of course, she also ate bibimbap at my house, but that was because she cooked it herself.

"What else does she like besides bibimbap?"

Come to think of it, she's asked me about my preferences, but I've never asked about hers.

Colors, food, hobbies... I haven't even asked about the most basic things.

*Am I... Trash?*

I reproach myself for unconsciously thinking it was okay to just sit back because she loves me.

"I'll ask when she gets home."

Now I like her so much that I can barely control my emotions.
So... I resolve to slowly approach her as much as she approaches me, and I start preparing pasta and marinated bulgogi from the refrigerator so we can eat together.

"Hmm...."

Tick. Tock.

5:05 PM.
I finish preparing everything so we can eat as soon as Cha Ah-Ram arrives, but she doesn't come.

"I should... no, never mind."

In a way, the reason Cha Ah-Ram left the house was because of me, so what right do I have to call and ask her to come?
Deciding to wait a little longer, I turn on the TV.

[What is the definition of love?]
[Love?]

As soon as I turn it on, Cha Ah-Ram appears on screen.
I've noticed that she appears on every channel lately.
But the reason I turned on the TV now is...
because I wanted to see her... just a little bit.

[Love is about yielding.]
"Pfft."

That yielding theory again.
I can't help but laugh when it comes out of her mouth again.

[So, Vice Guild Master, have you ever been in love?]
[Have I been in love?]
[Ah, is that a sensitive question? If so, we can move on to another...]
[I'm in love right now.]

Cha Ah-Ram says shyly, her cheeks flushing.

"She's pretty."

She's dazzlingly beautiful, enough to be called the most beautiful in the world.
So beautiful that when you look at her directly, you automatically lose yourself in her beauty and prettiness and...

"She's cute."

Every time I see a new side of her, a sense of pride washes over me.

[You're in love right now?]
[Yes, I've found someone I love.]

She glances at the camera briefly, then lowers her head and mumbles her answer.
Even knowing she's acting, my eyes remain fixed on her.

[What does the lucky man loved by the Vice Guild Master do?]
[He does a bit of farming. And he also streams.]
[What?]

I can tell from the reporter's genuinely surprised expression that this isn't a scripted interview.

[He's really cool.]
[Ah... so he's a Neotube creator. If he's caught your attention, he must be famous? Rilort? Dirith?]
[He's Korean.]
[......]

The people the reporter mentioned are the Neotubers with the most subscribers.
But when Cha Ah-Ram firmly states that he's Korean, the reporter falls silent.

Snicker.

I keep laughing at Cha Ah-Ram's behavior and glance at the clock.

[5:35 PM]

"Why isn't she coming?"

She should be here by now...
Feeling anxious, I get up from the sofa and pace around the living room, debating whether to go to the guild building to find her.

"What would I even do there?"

But remembering the difference in our positions, I decide against going and instead head to the kitchen to prepare the noodles that haven't been boiled yet.

"It's fine."

I've eaten alone far more times than not, so it would be strange to feel lonely now—I tell myself this as I drop the noodles into the boiling water for dinner.

Ding dong.

Just then, the doorbell rings, and I rush to the front door.

"Who is it?"
"It's Ah-Ram."

Click.

I immediately open the door to see Cha Ah-Ram wearing the same white dress I just saw her wearing on TV.

"Now you ask who it is."

My heart, which had stopped, starts beating again at her pure smile.

"...Welcome."

For the first time, I greet her warmly, and Cha Ah-Ram's eyes widen.

"I'm back."

Eventually, her eyes return to normal, and she gives me a smiling glance as she says she's back.


* * *


After having dinner with her.

Clatter. Clatter.

Watching me wash the dishes from behind, Cha Ah-Ram tilts her head to the side.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"Have you ever traveled abroad?"
"Abroad? No, never been."

I answer honestly that I haven't even properly traveled domestically, let alone internationally.

"Then would you like to go to India with me next month?"
"...India?"

When she suddenly mentions traveling to India, I stop wiping the plate and turn my head.

Smooch.

"....."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sitting in a chair, has somehow come up close behind me and plants a light kiss on my cheek as I turn my head.

"Would you like to go to India?"
"...Um... well."

Unlike the one-sided skinship I've experienced until now, this feels different, and my heart feels like it's about to burst, so I avert my gaze and mumble.

"I won't force you to come, so can you give me an answer?"

Thump thump.

The sound of my heart beating violently fills my ears, and my mind becomes hazy.

"Ahjussi?"
"I'll go."
"Really? You'll really come to India with me?"

Looking at Cha Ah-Ram's happy expression at my answer, I slowly raise my head.

*I don't even know anymore.*

And I kiss her on the forehead.

"...Ah, Ahjussi?"
"Ah-Ram."

Her pupils shake violently as her face flushes like it's about to explode.

"What do you like?"
"....Pardon?"
"What food do you like?"
"Wait, wait..."

Ah-Ram, who had been approaching me one-sidedly until now, takes a step back, but I grab her shoulder.

"What color do you like?"
"Why, why are you suddenly like this?"
"Suddenly..."

At her words, I honestly express my feelings.

"You've been asking me all along. I thought it was now my turn to ask you."
"....."

Understanding the meaning of my words, her lips tremble.

"That... does that mean..."
"I may not know as much as you do..."

With all my sincerity:

"But I think I love you too."

I express the emotions I've been running away from, using everything as an excuse.

Ch.40 - New Viewers Are Welcome (4)
I have feelings of love for her.
I admit it.
Whether it's small or large, I like her. I love her. My feelings are certain.
Because right now, my body and mind are drawn to her.

"Ah-Ram."
"......"

After my sudden confession, Cha Ah-Ram keeps her head down, continuously avoiding my gaze.

"Would you tell me what you like?"
"Ah, Ahjussi, first could you remove your hand from my shoulder..."

I'm holding her shoulder to prevent her from running away, and she asks me to let go.

"You've been all over me this whole time, haven't you? I can't do this?"
"That's not it..."

She mumbles in a shy voice, and it's incredibly cute.

*kiss*

"W-what are you doing..."

*kiss*

"S-stop..."

*kiss* *kiss* *kiss*

When the thread of reason I was barely maintaining snaps due to Ah-Ram's actions, my body goes wild, indiscriminately planting consecutive kisses on her lips.

"Don't you like it?"

After giving her a peck, I pull my face away slightly and ask for her opinion.

"I do like it..."
"If you like it, should I do more?"
"F-first, Ahjussi, you need to calm down..."
"Calm down?"

Why should I?
You're the one who made me like this.
Shouldn't you take responsibility?

*kiss*

"Ah, Ahjussi, please stop now."

Ah-Ram's voice rises.
Only then does my foggy mind clear, and I feel embarrassed about what I just did.

"...Sorry."

The atmosphere quickly becomes awkward as I remove my hand from her shoulder and step back slightly.

"Um..."
"Well..."

As we both raise our heads to speak, our eyes meet, and we both look down again without saying anything.

"You go first."
"Hmm..."

When I tell her to speak first, she clears her throat.

"Um... first, Ahjussi."

Looking at me with sparkling eyes.

"Do you... really like me?"
"Yes. I like you."
"Hehe....."

When I say I like her again, she covers her reddened face with her palms, embarrassed.

"Do you really like me?"
"Yes. I love you."
"...hup."

She suddenly takes a deep breath, sits down, and hides her face against her knees.

"Are you okay?"
"N-no, I'm not okay."
"Are you hurt somewhere?"

I know very well she's not hurt, but right now my heart only wants to be close to her, so I use this as an excuse to approach and embrace her.

*flinch*

Her body trembles as I hug her.

"W-why are you suddenly like this? I'm a monster."
"To my eyes, you're the most beautiful woman in the world."
"That's true, but..."

At least she doesn't deny it.

"It's okay."

I hug her as she buries her face in her knees.

"I... killed people."
"I know."
"People in the world point fingers at me, calling me a murderer, a witch."
"I know that too."
"And... you still like me?"

Do I still like her?

"Why ask something so obvious?"
"...What?"
"No matter what you've done..."

She has already filled my heart completely.
It's so bad that... I confessed to her recklessly like this without even thinking about my party members whom I've worked with for over five years.
Stroking the head of the woman who filled my heart in just a few days after such a long time:

"I like you so much. So... will you go out with me?"
"....."
"Let's date."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram doesn't say anything in response to my words.

"Ah-Ram. Answer me."
"...es."
"Hm?"
"Yes. I like you too much, Ahjussi."

She lifts her face from her knees and shows it to me.

"So... I'll say it."

She clutches her chest and makes a pained expression.

"Ahjussi, will you marry me?"
"...Huh?"
"Let's get married."
"....."

Does she not understand what dating means?
I compose my expression.

"Let's take it slow, get to know each other while dating..."
"No."

She shakes her head.

"We can get to know each other after we're married."

Ah-Ram approaches me even more aggressively than my own impulsive actions.


* * *


Cha Ah-Ram sits demurely on the chair.
I finish boiling the noodles and place the prepared dishes on the table.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes!?"

She's nervous and responds to me with a shout.
How cute.
I smile at her adorable reaction, then:

"What kind of food do you like?"
"Bibim..."
"I know you don't like bibimbap, you know?"
"...W-what are you saying? I really..."
"I saw you when you were eating at Pung-Yo Pub."
"That's..."
"What food do you like, not what I like?"

When I ask again, she hesitates and can't easily answer.

"Is it that hard to tell me what food you like?"
"Actually... I don't like anything."
"Huh?"
"I think of food as just nutrients to survive..."

My heart aches at her words.
She told me before.
That she's never been in love.

"If you don't have a favorite food, we can find out together as we eat."
"...Okay."

She was sitting demurely, but now she leans against me and whispers.

"Then what's your favorite color?"
"I can tell you that. Red, of course!"
"Favorite song?"
"Don't have one."
"Alright. Then we'll find songs together too..."

As I'm asking about her preferences, I suddenly come to my senses and look at the balcony window, realizing that the sun that was high in the sky has disappeared and it's become dark night.

"It's already night."

*gulp*

At the mention of night, I hear her swallowing and her body flinches.

"I should..."
"Ahjussi."

Breaking from our question-and-answer format of conversation, she calls me first.

"Yes?"
"Can I... stay overnight?"
"Of course you can stay... Wait, what are you imagining? No."

I automatically start to say she can stay, but seeing her intense gaze, I quickly change my words and exclaim.

"Aren't we dating?"
"Yes, we're dating. But not yet."

We've only been dating for a few hours.
And... I'm a bit conservative and want to cherish her.

"Then when will it be possible?"
"I don't know about that."
"Tomorrow?"
"That's too soon."
"One week?"

I put my finger on her forehead and push it as she keeps asking for an exact date.

"Hey now. You should value your body."
"My body?"

But like me earlier, she seems to have lost her reason, and her eyes remain intensely heated.

"I can give it to you whenever you want."

*gulp*

Unconsciously, my eyes scan her body and I swallow.

"Anyway, no."

I barely regain my reason.

"Tch... You ask me all sorts of things but won't give me what I want. Do you really love me?"

Cha Ah-Ram protests with puffed cheeks.

*kiss*

I kiss her beautiful eyes.

"It's because I love you that I'm here like this."
"...That's unfair."

The air finally leaves her puffed cheeks and she speaks grumpily, but she's smiling.

"Well... it's getting dark, so I should get ready for bed?"
"Ahjussi, you said you were going to do a Neotube broadcast."
"Why do you ask?"
"Um... maybe someone watching the broadcast... never mind."

As I get up from my seat, Cha Ah-Ram also stands up and tries to tell me something but ends up waving her hands saying it's nothing.

I didn't say anything, but I think I know what she was trying to say.

Probably...

'She wants to reveal that she is salavcheongchun.'

But I want to keep pretending I don't know.
Why?
Because it's fun.
I never knew teasing someone could be this enjoyable.

"If you don't want to say it, you don't have to."
"Ah... well..."

Stroking her head:

"Some secrets are better kept as secrets."

Deliberately preventing her from speaking:

"I'll do some quick cleaning, so go ahead and shower."

Despite my words, her lips keep moving, so I quickly send her to the bathroom and remain alone in the living room.

"Love, huh..."

Until I retired, I thought I'd live a life of running dungeons and dying to monsters. I never dreamed I would genuinely feel love for someone.
And not just any Hunter of similar rank to me, but Cha Ah-Ram, known as the pinnacle among S-ranks with her compression ability?
The current situation feels too much like a dream.

"Ouch."

It still feels unreal, so I pinch my thigh and feel the pain.

"It's real..."

She's too good for me.
The extreme differences in every aspect make me feel burdened.
Especially thinking about Cha Ah-Ram, who is so different from me in terms of beliefs.

"Is this right?"

For a moment, I regret having confessed.
I know better than anyone that even if we love each other, if our environments, personalities, and beliefs are different, things will eventually twist.

"Let's try."

But it's already too late to turn back, as my emotions keep whispering that I love her.

"Ah-Ram..."

Looking toward the bathroom where Cha Ah-Ram is showering:

"Let's definitely be happy."

A pitch-black future where nothing is visible.
I resolve to walk that dark path together with her, without even a candle, and overcome adversity.


* * *


"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram, who entered the bathroom, turns on the shower and hugs herself while calling out to Young-Seok.

"He loves me... aww...."

She turns her body this way and that with a happy expression.

"I'm so happy. So happy."

Young-Seok's confession keeps replaying in her mind, tormenting her, but even that feels so good that she puts her finger on the bathroom wall and draws his smiling face.

"My man... I won't give him to anyone."



Her happy expression fades briefly. With cold eyes, she thinks about future women who might like Young-Seok and clenches her fist.

Ch.41 - Second Journey To The Capital. (1)
I wake up to the warm breath on my face.

"...So it wasn't a dream."

I see Cha Ah-Ram's face next to me. Despite my insistence that she sleep on the bed while I took the floor, she somehow ended up snuggled against me.

I carefully lift my arm and poke her nose bridge with my finger.

"Mmm."
"Huh....."

As she stirs and burrows deeper into my arms, I quickly take a deep breath and hold it. After feeling her warmth against my body for a moment, I slowly exhale when she stops moving.

"Why do you keep clinging to me?"

What if I suddenly pounce on her? Why does she keep...?

*Perhaps she'd actually like that.*

Cha Ah-Ram is clearly different from what I consider normal women in personality and values. Remembering how she kept asking to sleep together last night, I gently push her away.

"...Ahjussi."

As my arm pushes her away from my embrace, Cha Ah-Ram calls out to me in her sleep and pulls me back in.

Finding myself in an awkward position, I stop pushing and look at her face.
*Smooch.*

My body moves on its own, placing a light kiss on her lips.

"...Did you sleep well?"

Though she didn't react when I tried pushing her away, she opens her eyes at the kiss and greets me first.

"Good morning."
"Hehe..."

With eyes still hazy from sleep, Cha Ah-Ram nuzzles her face against my chest while giggling.

"This feels so nice."
"...Me too."

I answer honestly as I feel her unique rose scent, warm temperature, and soft touch. She stops rubbing her face against my chest and gives me a crescent moon smile.

"Go on a date with me today."
"A date?"
"I want to go on a date."

A date, huh.
I was actually planning to suggest it first.

"Sure."
"Really? No backing out."
"We'll go on a date, don't worry."

At my words, she stares at me intently.

"Ahjussi, why have you changed so much?"
"Huh?"
"Just two days ago, you were pushing me away. Tell me honestly. You're not really Ahjussi, are you?"

She stares at me with drowsy eyes while poking my chest with her finger.

"It's really me."
"Really? Then why have you changed?"
"I haven't changed."
"Then what?"
"...I was just holding back all this time."
"....."

I had been trying hard to hide my feelings for her. But now I can't stop my heart anymore, which is why I lost control yesterday.

"So be careful."

I place my hand on her waist and tickle her.

"Hehe... of what?"
"I'm a man too. So be careful not to get eaten up... huh?!"

While talking, she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me in.

"Who's getting eaten? Me?"
"....."

She asks with an innocent expression.

"It's not you getting eaten by me..."

She gently bites my lip.

"You need to be careful not to get eaten by me. I'm holding back right now too."
"....."

I quickly remove her arms and get up.

"If-if we're going on a date, we need to wash up and eat first, so let's get ready."

Trying not to show her my flushed face, I hurry out of the room.

"So cute."

Left alone in the bedroom, Cha Ah-Ram smiles at Young-Seok who rushed out.

"Should we shower together?"
"No thanks!"

She follows after Young-Seok who left first.


* * *


Beep. Beep. Beep.

In the VIP room of Cheonmun Hospital.
A luxurious bed surrounded by cutting-edge equipment.
Kim Se-Bong, who had been unconscious, opens his eyes.

"...Ugh."

As he groans with a cracked voice, the doctor sitting beside him quickly stands up.

"Are you conscious?"
"Where am I?"

Though he could tell it was a hospital, he asks for confirmation.

"Cheonmun Hospital."
"...Did the Vice Guild Master save me?"
"The Agassi brought you here."
"I owe her a great debt."

The doctor looks at Kim Se-Bong muttering to himself and writes something in his notebook.

"Do you remember what you were doing right before losing consciousness?"

He asks to check his condition.

"...I remember."

Choi Shin-Hye.
The vagrant called Trash.
He had been thoroughly beaten by that woman.

"...What happened to that Choi Shin-Hye?"

He asks about the enemy who killed his son.

"The Vice Guild Master took care of it."
"....."

Feeling empty that the ten years he spent trying to kill Choi Shin-Hye had been rendered futile by Cha Ah-Ram's actions, his expression turns blank. The doctor, observing him, continues writing in his notebook.

"Since your memory seems fine, could you try moving your arms and legs?"

When asked to move his limbs, Kim Se-Bong's pupils tremble.

"Don't worry. We've already treated all your injured limbs. But you might not be able to move due to psychological trauma, so I'd appreciate if you could try moving them."

The doctor, seemingly reading Kim Se-Bong's mind, asks him again to move.

After hesitating, Kim Se-Bong finally starts moving his previously immobile limbs.

"Everything seems normal."

As he begins moving his arms and legs freely, the doctor shows a disappointed expression, which Kim Se-Bong notices.

"Are you disappointed?"
"Yes."

When asked directly, the doctor nods in agreement.

"If Kim Se-Bong Hunter's limbs couldn't move, the Agassi promised to promote me to headquarters."
"Tsk..."

Languidly sitting up on the bed.

"How many days has it been?"
"It's been three days since you were admitted."
"Sigh....."

Three days.
A short time, but enough to do many things.

"Can I be discharged?"

Cha Ah-Ram probably hasn't informed the Hunter Association or the government about his presence here.
It must be chaotic out there.
As he gets out of bed and moves his stiff body, asking if he can be discharged, the doctor nods.

"You may be discharged."

As the doctor is about to leave the VIP room, he stops.

"Ah, there was a message from the Agassi."
"A message?"
"She said you don't need to come as soon as you recover. But since the Young Master is worried, please call or visit to reassure him."
"...Who is this Young Master?"

Since Cha Jin-Hyun, the Cheonmun Guild Master, only has Cha Ah-Ram as his child, he's suspicious but not certain, so he asks again.

"Young Master Kim Young-Seok."
"Kim Young-Seok Young Master?"
"Yes, he's currently in a relationship with the Agassi."

At the mention of them being in a relationship, shock appears on Kim Se-Bong's previously expressionless face.

"Wh-what did you say?"
"They're currently dating. So before the Young Master worries more, please show your face by calling him. That's..."

*Slide.*

The doctor opens the door to leave and leaves Kim Se-Bong with final words.

"The price the Agassi paid for saving Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

*Slide.*

The door to the room closes, leaving a bewildered Kim Se-Bong alone.

"So it wasn't a lie?"

The reason he had been sticking so close to Kim Young-Seok was none other than because of Cha Ah-Ram.
Of course, it was also to prevent the government from using Kim Young-Seok to shackle Cha Ah-Ram, but the fundamental reason was because of her.

He knows her true nature.

*A human who loves no one.*

She doesn't see people as people, but only as her possessions or living beings she can kill.

So he thought her claim of loving Kim Young-Seok was also a lie...

"Love... haha..."

After a hollow laugh, he thinks of his enemy Choi Shin-Hye and his expression turns fierce.

"...Did she kill her?"

Knowing Cha Ah-Ram's personality, he can't be certain she killed her.

Both good and evil people are equal before Cha Ah-Ram.
That's why she doesn't discriminate and keeps people alive if they can be useful—Kim Se-Bong knows this about her, and his brow furrows.

"This is no time for this."

He hurriedly changes into his neatly folded clothes on the table.

"I hope..."

After changing completely, he picks up the phone beside him.

"Just this once, I hope she didn't kill her."

Kim Se-Bong, who wanted to take Choi Shin-Hye's life himself, has a sharp look in his eyes before eventually making a call to someone as he leaves the hospital room.


* * *


"Where do you want to go?"
"Me? The department store."
"Department store? Is there one here?"
"Of course we're going up to Seoul."

After each taking a shower and eating a hearty breakfast, I ask where she wants to go, and Cha Ah-Ram says she wants to go to Seoul.

"Isn't Seoul too far?"

Even though Hunters have appeared and magic, called God's miracle, has emerged, public transportation still consists of trains, buses, and taxis.

"That's why I called ahead."

As she speaks, something long enters the yard from outside the fence.

"A limousine?"
"Let's hurry."

Cha Ah-Ram links her arm with mine and whispers to hurry. When we get in the limousine, it moves quickly but quietly, completely different from the Hunter trucks or public transportation I've been using until now.

"Would you like something to drink?"

Leaning her face on my shoulder, she opens a mini-fridge and asks.

"I'm fine. But why are we going to the department store anyway?"
"Hmm... to show off?"
"Show off? What are you showing off?"

Not understanding what she means by showing off, I ask again, and she makes a mischievous expression.

"Now that I have something worth showing off, I want to do it."

As she looks at me with deep eyes, I finally understand.

"...Me?"
"Yes."

She nods.

"Ah-Ram... I'm not someone worth showing off..."
"Ahjussi."

She places her finger on my lips to stop me from talking.

"You're my number one treasure. So don't say things like that."
"....."
"And... I want to clearly mark you as mine."
"What does that mean?"
"You'll see when we get there."

She presses her finger on the bridge of my nose and grins.

Ch.42 - Second Journey To The Capital. (2)
After dungeons appeared, most cities had collapsed.
I stare at the ruined cities visible through the limousine window as we head up to Seoul.

"Does it bother you?"

Cha Ah-Ram, leaning against my body, asks with a somewhat irritated expression.

"A little?"

I say a little, but my heart aches terribly. How many people died simply because they didn't have power? How resentful and miserable must those who Awakened but encountered monsters immune to their abilities have felt? I can't help the pain in my chest whenever I pass through here.

"The number of naturally occurring dungeons is decreasing."
"I know."

That's why it's even more heartbreaking. If humanity had been able to withstand these abnormal dungeons from the beginning, there wouldn't have been so many meaningless deaths...

"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram pinches my forearm lightly, forcibly turning my attention.

"Don't feel sorry for them."
"....."

She, who usually only shows a smiling face, wears a serious expression.

"It's because of those people that today's world could be created."

That's true, but... I'm not used to her saying things like this.

"What's with that look?"
"Well....."

As I let my words trail off, she pinches my arm again.

"You said I was a woman."
"Right. You're not a monster."
"Then why are you treating me like one?"
"I'm sorry."

After hesitating and getting nothing in return, I turn my gaze back to the window.

"Ahjussi."

She grabs my face and forcibly turns it toward her.

"Look only at me."

She expresses her affection toward me aggressively, just like the day we first met.

"I will."

The difference now is that I accept her affection. But even that alone confirms how much we like each other.

"How much do you like me?"

While we're exchanging glances without saying anything, Cha Ah-Ram suddenly asks how much I like her.

"In love, size isn't what—"
"Ahjussi. Stop talking like that and tell me how much you like me."

I try to casually avoid the question, but she asks again how much I like her.

"As much as the sky and earth?"
"Hmm?"

When I say what my parents used to tell me when I was young, she makes a subtle nasal sound.

"Then what about you?"
"Me?"
"How much do you like me?"

My face flushes as I speak, but not wanting to be the only one embarrassed, I endure and ask.

"I love you as much as myself."
"Huh?"

What does it mean to love someone as much as yourself?

"In other words..."

*Kiss*

"I love you enough to stake everything I have."

She kisses my cheek, which I didn't understand, and stirs my heart.


* * *


Seoul, the capital of South Korea.
Where Hongik University once stood, there now stands a massive department store.

"Ah-Ram."
"I understand."

On our way here, I repeatedly told her to hold her temper at least three times and never kill anyone, and now she responds as soon as I call her name.

"That's not what I meant..."

I point to a banner hanging on the department store building.

"I don't think I can enter."

[Only B-Rank Hunters and above may enter]

These days, upscale department stores don't accept everyone as customers.

"You can't enter, Ahjussi?"

With a cold gaze, she flicks her finger toward the banner, and it disappears.

"It's fine now. Let's go."

She naturally links arms with me and walks toward the entrance, when a group of security guards rushes out before our eyes.

"You just vandalized the banner, Hun— Gasp!"

The burly security guards were speaking to us when they finally recognized Cha Ah-Ram, and their faces turned pale.

"Move."

Returning to her true self—the embodiment of terror—completely different from how she looks at me, she orders them to move aside, and they quickly clear the entrance.

"Bugs."
"Ah-Ram?"
"I didn't kill them and held back. Praise me."

As soon as we enter the department store, her eyes quickly soften as she snuggles against me and whispers for praise.
In a world before dungeons, she might have been labeled a murderer, but in today's world, Cha Ah-Ram's word is law.

"Well done."

As I pat her head and praise her for not killing anyone, her face turns red, and she buries it in my chest.

"V-Vice Guild Master! It's a great honor to have you visit our humble establishment."

A man who rushed over with numerous staff members bows to Cha Ah-Ram and shouts.

"It's an honor to have the Cheonmun Vice Guild Master at our department store."

The many staff members who followed also bow to Cha Ah-Ram.

*Click-clack*

She frowns, releases my arm, and walks forward, causing sweat to drip from the face of the man who appeared with his staff.

"Hey."
"Yes!"
"Only B-Rank Hunters and above can enter?"
"Yes! To ensure high-ranking Hunters aren't inconvenienced..."

As the man speaks, Cha Ah-Ram raises her hand.

"I-I'm sorry. We'll raise the required Hunter rank for entry—"
"I didn't ask for that garbage answer."

She was about to flick her finger but glanced at me and tried to calm the anger showing on her face.

"The man I love is C-Rank."
"...Pardon?"

The man doesn't understand her words.

"Because of your trashy entry restrictions, my man can't come in here."
"....."

Finally understanding, the man's face turns pale.

"W-we'll modify the rules immediately."
"You'd better. And..."

She turns to me and winks.

"I'd like a staff member to guide him to the men's section."
"Right away. Mihye!"
"Hello, Vice Guild Master. I'm Lee Mi-Hye and—"
"What are you doing?"

Her face reddens as the anger she had barely suppressed rises again.

"...Assigning a staff member."
"Why a woman?"
"Excuse me?"
"Bring a male staff member so Ahjussi won't get distracted."
"Yes! Han Ki-Woo!"
"Hello, I'm Han Ki-Woo."

The woman who introduced herself as Cha Mi-Hye quickly steps back, and a sturdy man takes her place.

"Tsk....."

Cha Ah-Ram clicks her tongue while looking Han Ki-Woo up and down, but she doesn't get angry anymore and comes back to me.

"Today I'll buy you anything you want, so pick something."
"It's okay. Just get what you want..."
"Ahjussi. You haven't even worn the clothes I bought you."
"Those were your picks?"

I ask her, thinking of the closet filled with expensive clothes.

"I chose them thinking they'd suit you, but you wore them just once and never again. So pick comfortable clothes."
"Then instead of a department store..."
"This is as far as I'll compromise."

She stares at me intensely, drawing a line.

"Sigh... Alright. I'll pick clothes I want to wear."

I agree to her terms, thinking I could just not choose anything.

"Let's go."

She links arms with me again and speaks to Han Ki-Woo, who's still standing motionless with his head bowed.

"Stop that nonsense and guide us to the men's section."
"Yes."

Han Ki-Woo quickly straightens up and turns toward the escalator.

"Vice Guild Master and... lover, please follow—"
"Lover?"
"....."

When he calls me her lover, her eyebrows furrow.

"Call him the Vice Guild Master's husband."
"Hey."

I quickly pinch her arm at the word "husband," but she ignores my reaction and stares at Han Ki-Woo.

"Yes."

Only after hearing his response does she look satisfied.


* * *


"This garment is made from Cyclops skin harvested from an S-Rank dungeon, blended with magic-resistant drake leather. It offers elasticity and complete protection from physical and magical attacks in A-Rank dungeons and below."

Since arriving at the men's section, Cha Ah-Ram has been sitting on a sofa, carefully observing Han Ki-Woo explain each item to Kim Young-Seok.

"Hmm....."

Compared to the clothes she's gifted him, these are nothing, but she thinks Ahjussi hasn't worn her gifts because he grew up unable to flaunt wealth and feels uncomfortable with them. She decides to be satisfied with these for now...

"Oh my? Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram. It's been a while."

A woman with purple hair and an attractive mole under her eye approaches Cha Ah-Ram on the sofa.

"If someone like you comes here, this department store's quality must have really declined."
"How cold."

The woman naturally sits next to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Won't you go away?"

She speaks quietly to the woman beside her, but the woman ignores her and instead smiles brightly.

"What brings someone at the world's pinnacle to such a low-quality department store? And to the men's section, no less? I'm so curious."

For a moment, murderous intent flashes through her, but Cha Ah-Ram doesn't act on it. Partly because Ahjussi repeatedly implored her not to, but mostly because Baek Seol-Ah is humanity's savior, the greatest healing artist.

No matter how reckless Cha Ah-Ram is, she can't touch Baek Seol-Ah, so she quietly suppresses her anger.

"I heard the Vice Guild Master has a boyfriend now. Is that him—Ack!"

*Crunch*

As Baek Seol-Ah looks toward Young-Seok, who's listening to explanations about clothes, Cha Ah-Ram grabs her by the nape.

"If you babble one more time, I won't hold back."
"...Huh?"

After releasing her grip, Baek Seol-Ah rubs her neck and, rather than looking upset, shows an interested expression.

"Seeing the heartless Vice Guild Master show jealousy is truly a rare sight."
"...You!"

When Cha Ah-Ram shouts at Baek Seol-Ah, she quickly raises both hands.

"I'll stop messing around."

After standing up and surrendering, she walks toward Young-Seok.

"...Hey! Where are you going!"

Cha Ah-Ram quickly stands up to stop Baek Seol-Ah, but...

"Hello?"
"...Hello?"

Seeing Baek Seol-Ah greeting Young-Seok, who was selecting clothes, she stops in her tracks.

"May I ask you one question out of curiosity?"
"...You're Baek Seol-Ah, right?"
"Yes, that's me. Are you here with someone?"

Kim Young-Seok immediately recognizes Baek Seol-Ah, who appears on TV almost as often as Cha Ah-Ram.
Watching this, Cha Ah-Ram feels sick to her stomach and approaches Young-Seok.

"Ahjussi."
"What—mmph..."

She forcibly kisses Young-Seok as he's looking at Baek Seol-Ah.

"You..."
"Hey."

Embracing Young-Seok, Cha Ah-Ram looks at Baek Seol-Ah, who's still standing there with a smile.

"World Treaty? The moment you cross the line, I'll ignore it and kill you first."
"...You're serious."

Changing from her constant smile to a solemn expression, Baek Seol-Ah looks at Young-Seok, who's bewildered by Cha Ah-Ram's actions.

"I've been rude. Please enjoy your time."

Baek Seol-Ah bows her head and immediately leaves the men's section.
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Baek Seol-Ah.
She's an S-rank Hunter, but in terms of combat power, she's even weaker than me, a C-rank.
However, the reason she can wear the S-rank badge despite her weak combat ability is because of her special power.

Regeneration ability.

There are quite a few Hunters with healing abilities, though not many.
But Baek Seol-Ah is the only Hunter in the world with regeneration ability.
While healing abilities treat wounds, regeneration returns the body to its state right before the injury occurred.
Of course, it's not without drawbacks.
The condition is that once she uses her regeneration ability, she can't activate it again for a week.
Even so, because the advantages outweigh the disadvantages, she earned the nickname "Walking Elixir."

"Ahjussi."
"Hmm?"
"That woman just now was pretty, wasn't she?"

Cha Ah-Ram getting jealous just because I glanced at another woman is too cute.

"She was pretty."
"I'm going to kill that bi—"
"But in my eyes, you're the most beautiful."
"...hnngh."

Cha Ah-Ram's face turns red at my words.
But this isn't a lie to reassure her.
I meant it sincerely.

"T-then why did you look at her?"
"Huh? Are you jealous because I looked?"
"Please answer my question."

When I pretend not to know and ask back despite clearly seeing her jealousy, her already red face looks like it might explode.

"She's impressive."
"What? Impressive? What do you mean?"
"A Hunter who saves lives. That's really cool. I think people like that deserve respect..."
"....."

Oh no...
I got carried away and spoke without considering Cha Ah-Ram's feelings.
I check her expression.

"Ahjussi, you don't need to worry about my feelings."
"Well..."
"I'm not denying that I've killed."
"....."
"I just want you to know this."

Her face returns to its normal color as she takes my hand.

"Please remember that even though I don't blindly save people like Baek Seol-Ah, I've cleared numerous dungeons too."
"I know."

Though not directly saving lives, many dangers have passed by unnoticed thanks to her dungeon clearings.
Despite her nickname as a murderer, I know better than anyone that Cha Ah-Ram hasn't forgotten the fundamental duty of a Hunter.

"Thank you."

I express my gratitude to Cha Ah-Ram, who enters dangerous dungeons that I, as a C-rank, can't even approach, and kills dangerous monsters.

"Hehe."

Her jealousy seemingly gone, she smiles and says:

"I'll pick out clothes for you."
"You will?"
"When it comes to fashion, I'm confident I'm second to none."

As she speaks to me, she creates some distance and signals to the employee who had been eavesdropping on our conversation.

"You can go now."

After sending the employee away, she starts pulling out clothes one by one and holding them against my body.

"How about this?"

She holds a black jacket against me and asks if I like it.

"Isn't it too expensive?"

I ask after glancing at the price tag.

"Have you forgotten who I am?"

I know.
She's Cha Ah-Ram, Vice Guild Master of the Cheonmun Guild who rakes in money by the handful, and who effectively serves as the Guild Master in practice.
But no matter how much money she has, expensive is still expensive.

"Even so, when a single piece of clothing costs as much as the house I used to live in, it's burdensome."
"Can't you just get used to it?"
"Get used to it?"

She shows me a dissatisfied expression.

"I'm already compromising a lot for you, Ahjussi. I want to move you out of that shabby house into a better one right now."
"Shabby..."

Ignoring my muttering, she continues:

"I told you I'd give you everything. Of course, I understand the environment you've lived in, so I'm not asking for much. Just... can't you accept what I want to give you?"

I think this is the first time Ah-Ram has said something like this to me. Especially, I never imagined she would consider my circumstances.

"...Thank you."

This time, I express gratitude for her thoughtfulness.
What other S-rank Hunter would think this way about a C-rank Hunter?
Even if you searched the whole world, Cha Ah-Ram would be the only one.

"So don't feel burdened, okay?"
"Alright."
"You say alright but you're still looking."
"It's just a physiological response."

Even as I say this, I can't help but glance at the price tag again.

"This won't do."

Cha Ah-Ram seems to have made up her mind as she calls over the employee managing the men's section.

"Pack everything here and send it to the Cheonmun headquarters."
"Understood."
"Are you serious right now...?"
"Since you keep doing that, I'm just buying everything. You can choose what you want."
"What if there are clothes that don't suit me?"
"Then we can give them to Secretary Park, so don't worry."

She flashes me a smile and links her arm with mine.

"Now that we're done shopping, let's go get something to eat."

I've completely lost control to her.


* * *

"Everyone's staring."
"That's a good thing, isn't it? It means they've recognized you as mine."

She touches pasta rolled on a fork to my lips.

"Ah~"

When she urges me to open my mouth again, I reluctantly accept it.

"Is it delicious?"
"...Yes."

Actually, I can't really taste anything because I'm too aware of the people around us whispering and staring, but I answer affirmatively because I don't know what she might do if I say it's not good.

"Feed me too."

After swallowing everything she fed me, I resign myself to the situation and similarly roll pasta onto a fork and put it in her mouth.

Watching Cha Ah-Ram chew happily with a blissful smile, my embarrassment fades away, replaced by happiness.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"I love you."

When the pasta that had filled the bowl disappears and the bottom becomes visible, she whispers that she loves me.

"Did Cha Ah-Ram just say she loves him for real?"
"Is that guy really an S-rank?"
"I don't know. I've never seen him before."

The surroundings become noisy.

"L-let's go."

Since we've finished eating, I grab her arm to leave, but Cha Ah-Ram resists with her strength.

"I-I love you too."
"Say it again."
"Ah-Ram, I love you. I really love you."

Though embarrassed, I speak with sincerity, and she finally seems satisfied. She gets up with the force I've been pulling with and fits snugly into my arms.

"It was an honor to serve Hunter Cha Ah-Ram."

The chef and the restaurant owner personally stand at attention to see us off as we leave the restaurant.
Having left the restaurant in embarrassment, I'm at a loss for where to go next since I hadn't planned anything.

"Now let's start our real date."
"Real?"
"You think I brought you to Seoul for no reason? I had everything planned, so today just trust me and follow my lead."

Cha Ah-Ram says confidently.

"Then I'll leave it to you today."

Having abandoned my pride long ago since I started dating her, I gladly accept her escort.

"First, there's a lot to see in Hongdae..."
"What's wrong?"
"Let's quickly go over there..."
"Young-Seok!"

Cha Ah-Ram's face crumples as if she's seen something she shouldn't have, and she tries to hurriedly take me elsewhere, but I hear someone calling my name from a distance.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"

I see Hunter Kim Se-Bong, whom I haven't met since he had personal business after we went to town, approaching us from afar.

"Old man. Can't you just go on your way after saying hello?"
"I haven't even greeted you yet, how can I leave?"

Ignoring Cha Ah-Ram's curt words, he turns to me with a gentle smile.

"Have you been well?"

He asks about my well-being with a crescent moon smile.

"I've been well. Did you resolve the issue you had back then, Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"
"Issue? Ah... should I say it was resolved well?"

He gives Cha Ah-Ram a meaningful look.

"You... watch your mouth."
"What mouth are you talking about?"
"Are you going to keep pushing after receiving my favor?"

As they exchange words I don't understand, they glare at each other.

"Then let me just ask this."
"....."
"Did you kill her? Or did you save her?"
"Kill?"

At my murmur, Cha Ah-Ram hastily shakes her head.

"Ahjussi, I absolutely did not kill anyone."
"So you didn't kill her? Where is that woman now?"

Kim Se-Bong, who had maintained a smile throughout, now shows anger as he presses her.

"Which woman are you talking about?"
"A-Ahjussi, you don't need to know..."
"Where is Choi Shin-Hye now, that bitch!"

Kim Se-Bong shouts.

Choi Shin-Hye? Why is the name of the worst vagrant who takes lives of innocent people for money coming up?

"Old man. If you keep acting up in front of Ahjussi..."
"I've already heard rumors that you two are dating."
"Are you threatening me now?"

What conversation are these two having?
Caught between them listening to their incomprehensible dialogue, I timidly raise my hand.

"Why are we talking about saving or killing Choi Shin-Hye?"

I ask Kim Se-Bong.

"Because Choi Shin-Hye was there in town that day."
"Ah?!"

So that woman who passed by us was really Choi Shin-Hye?
I had my doubts but ultimately thought it wasn't her.

"I warned you not to cross the line."
"Please, just tell me where that woman is."
"Haah....."

Cha Ah-Ram checks my reaction and sighs.

"The mood was so good... sigh... Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"I'll just talk with this old man for a moment and come back."
"Go ahead."

Seeing Kim Se-Bong's reaction and Cha Ah-Ram checking my expression, I sense this is a serious matter and let her go.
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Cha Ah-Ram drags Kim Se-Bong to a spot slightly away from where Kim Young-Seok is waiting and stops walking.

"What do you think you're doing?"
"Where is that bitch?"
"Hah....."

Ah-Ram sighs involuntarily at Se-Bong's persistent questioning about Choi Shin-Hye, feeling her anger rising.

"Is that your last wish?"
"Please. If you just tell me where Choi Shin-Hye is..."
"Hey."

Ah-Ram has been watching Se-Bong all this time, but she's never seen him like this before. She shakes her head at his pathetic appearance that ruined their first date.

"I save you from nearly dying, and now you want me to hand over everything else too? If you were a decent person, you'd thank me for saving your life first. What kind of attitude is it to demand more from someone who saved your life?"
"Please, I'm begging you."

As Se-Bong bows his head and pleads, Ah-Ram looks at him coldly, then turns around and starts walking back to where Young-Seok is waiting.

"Please... please...! I'm begging you."

Se-Bong kneels down behind the departing Ah-Ram and presses his forehead to the ground as he begs.

"She's imprisoned in the underground bunker at the Blue House."

A small voice reaches Se-Bong's ears as he keeps his head pressed to the ground.

"Underground bunker?"
"I actually wanted to kill her."

Ah-Ram stops walking and slightly turns her head to the side.

"But from the moment I started liking Ahjussi, I felt reluctant to kill her. So I handed her over to the government."
"...Thank you."
"I didn't spare her to receive your thanks. It's just..."

She turns her head forward again and starts walking.

"I was just trying to become a woman worthy of Ahjussi... So if you want to repay the favor, never show yourself in front of us again."

Ah-Ram disappears from Se-Bong's sight.
Se-Bong, still with his head pressed to the ground, has a murderous glint in his eyes.

"I don't know how you got such power..."

He stands up and turns his head toward the direction of the Blue House, pounding his chest with his fist.

"I will definitely avenge my son."

He swears to risk everything to kill Choi Shin-Hye.


* * *


While waiting for Ah-Ram who had taken Se-Bong away, I was looking around when—

"Hello?"

A woman wearing sunglasses, a mask, and a hood pulled down to her forehead approaches me and greets me.

*That voice sounds familiar.*

I shake my head and ask, "Who are you?"
"Have you already forgotten my voice? I'm hurt. Please recognize me quickly."

As she slightly lowers her sunglasses, I immediately recognize Baek Seol-Ah from the department store earlier.

"Baek Seol—"
"Shh."

She looks around and stops me from mentioning her name.

"What brings you here?"

I'm immediately suspicious of her appearance here, perhaps because of Ah-Ram's possessiveness.

"I was passing by and saw Cha Ah-Ram's lover standing alone on the street, so I thought I'd say hello. Don't be scared."

She speaks softly to me as I tense up, but that only makes me more suspicious.
S-rank Hunters always have secretaries or drivers accompanying them.
Yet she's walking around on the street?
I remember Ah-Ram lying about not having a car when I first met her, but still.

"I see."

I smile awkwardly and go along with it.

"You don't believe me, do you?"

She says with a hint of laughter in her voice as she lifts her head to examine my face.

"Well, I admit it's hard to believe. But don't you remember me?"
"If you mean at the department store..."

Seol-Ah coolly admits her lie and suddenly grabs my hand.

"W-what are you doing?"

Knowing that it would be a disaster if Ah-Ram saw this scene, I quickly look around to see if she's nearby and forcefully pull my hand away.

Fortunately, unlike Ah-Ram who reached S-rank through sheer force, I can easily break free with my strength.

"You really don't remember?"

What is she talking about?
I definitely talked about meeting at the department store, but have we met somewhere else before?

"You know I'm the same age as Cha Ah-Ram, right?"
"...Yes, I know."
"Do you remember the incident three years ago when a bus full of students was sucked into a dungeon that suddenly appeared?"

Three years ago?
I rack my brain and remember.
A bus carrying students drove straight into a dungeon entrance that had appeared on the road.

"Yes, I remember."

Our party had just cleared a nearby dungeon that day.
When the incident happened, we immediately joined the rescue team without even recovering first, so I remember it well.

"I was on that bus."
"...What?"
"Hello, Oppa."

Seol-Ah slightly lowers her sunglasses again and gives me an eye-smile as she greets me again.

"....."

At a loss for words, I just stare at her smiling eyes.

"If you hadn't come into the bus that day, not just me but all my classmates would have died."

I search my memory for a student who resembles Seol-Ah.

"Ah!"

Now I clearly remember.
A female student sitting in the back row who couldn't unfasten her broken seatbelt and almost got dissolved by a slime.

"Now you remember."

Though I remember, I don't know what to say, so I just listen to her.

"I was too scared then to properly thank you."
"Well... that... you don't need to thank me..."

*Smooch.*

Seol-Ah suddenly plants a kiss on my cheek.
My pupils start to tremble after receiving the kiss.

"Oppa. Thank you so much for saving me. Thanks to you, I received this undeserved S-rank ability and can now save others."
"....."

As I remain motionless, Seol-Ah continues to look at my face and adjusts her sunglasses properly.

"Actually... I fell for you."
"...Huh?"
"But it breaks my heart that you have such a monster by your side."
"...Monster?"
"Baek Seol-Ah."

Just then, a cold voice comes from behind me.

"How nice to see you here again."
"Nice?"

Ah-Ram quickly pulls me back and holds me in her arms.

"What do you think you're doing?"
"Hmm? What was I doing? Want to guess?"
"I warned you, didn't I? Cross the line and I'll kill you."
"Oh my... how scary."

Seol-Ah, who was deliberately getting on Ah-Ram's nerves, blows me a kiss and says:

"Oppa, I'm really glad to see you again. That monster seems to dislike me being here, so I'll go now. See you next time."
"See what!"

Despite Ah-Ram's shout, Seol-Ah turns around and takes one step before three bodyguards instantly appear behind her to escort her.

"Hah....."

Ah-Ram messes up her neatly braided hair with her own hands in frustration.

"Don't worry about it."
"How can I not worry? It's infuriating enough that she calls you 'Oppa'!"

I want to think that Seol-Ah's kiss on my cheek and calling me "Oppa" is simply because I saved her, but after hearing that she fell for me, other thoughts keep crossing my mind.

"She's a student I saved before. That's why she can call me Oppa."

I only mention the fact that I saved her, deliberately omitting that she kissed my cheek and said she fell for me.

"I already knew that."
"Huh?"
"I know everything about you."
"......"

How obsessed must she be to confidently claim she knows everything about me?

"Can't you just look at me alone?"
"I only see you."

No matter how obsessed she is with me, I'm not scared anymore.
Rather, her interest in someone as insignificant as me feels endearing.

"Really?"
"I told you, didn't I?"

I stroke the back of Ah-Ram, who's embracing me with trembling arms.

"The only woman I can love until my dying day is you, Ah-Ram. So will you trust me?"

Obsession is fine, but...
Remembering her power that could cause incidents if it gets too excessive, I try to calm her down.

"I trust you. I'll believe whatever you say."
"Then why are your arms trembling?"
"...Kiss me."
"Here?"

Citizens and Hunters who recognized Ah-Ram's face have already gathered around us.
And she wants me to kiss her here?

"You said you only see me."

Ah-Ram forcefully turns my face away from the crowd to look into her eyes and whispers sweetly.

"Then don't mind other people."

Her aggressive personality is a bit burdensome, but if a kiss will calm her down, I can do it a hundred times.

*Smooch.*

"Happy now?"
"Do it again."

*Smooch. Smooch.*

After giving her consecutive kisses so she won't ask for more, Ah-Ram's trembling arms finally calm down.

"Hehe..."

Ah-Ram laughs lightly and buries her face against my body.

"By the way, Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"

Ah-Ram's tone completely changes from a moment ago as she immediately responds.

"Where is Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"
"That old man? By now he's probably..."

She turns her head in a certain direction while still keeping her face against me.

"Gone looking for someone."
"I see."

Having overheard parts of their conversation earlier, I can't get Choi Shin-Hye's name out of my head.

"Choi Shin-Hye... did you capture her?"
"Yes."

Ah-Ram doesn't deny it.

"Can you tell me why you captured her?"
"You asked me to."
"I did?"
"Yes, you did."

She lifts her head and gives me a crescent-moon smile.

"You told me to help that old man, so I helped him that day."
"Ah, so that's what happened."
"That's right. So now, let's not worry about it and continue our date."

After telling me not to worry, Ah-Ram leaves Kim Young-Seok's embrace, interlocks her fingers, and walks ahead. When she turns her head in the direction where Baek Seol-Ah disappeared, her eyes turn cold.

"Where are we going?"

When she hears Young-Seok's question, her eyes change again.

"Motel!"

Her eyes soften as she energetically says "motel."
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"A motel? All of a sudden?"
I was taken aback by her unexpected suggestion.

"Why a motel?"
"Why else? Obviously I want to make a baby..."
"Denied. Absolutely not. Not even if I die."

When I cut her off firmly, she puffed out her cheeks.

"Why not? We're going to get married anyway, so it's fine if we have a child early."

I see Cha Ah-Ram is already married to me in her head.
Of course, I've thought about marriage too, but it's too soon.

"Ah-Ram? Calm down. We haven't even been dating for a week yet, so it's too early to think about marriage..."
"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes stared at me intently.

"Don't you want to marry me?"
"That's not it..."

My voice gradually lost strength as she continued pressing me.

"You love me, right?"
"Of course I do."
"Then marry me."
"I told you before that love and marriage are a bit different."
"I don't remember. Just think of them as the same and marry me? Please? Please?"

Watching her cling to me and whine makes me feel happy, but I don't show it.

"I'll think about it."
"Th-think about it? So when should we book the wedding venue?"
"I said I'll just think about it! Don't get ahead of yourself."
"Fine. Then we'll talk about the wedding venue later. Let's focus on our date for now."

After suggesting we go to a motel, she changed her mind and suggested we go somewhere else.


* * *


Many things in the world disappeared into the back pages of history after dungeons appeared.

"I can't believe this still exists."

[Game Center]

I muttered while looking at the sign in front of the shabby game center.

"Let's go in quickly."

Cha Ah-Ram pulled my arm and went in first.
The fact that we're going to a game center means she had prepared this date course from the beginning.
Feeling sorry for her preparations, I followed her into the game center where numerous arcade machines welcomed us.

"Do you know how to play games?"
"Of course I do."
"Really?"

Cha Ah-Ram was confident.
Of course, even though she has a nature-type ability, her physical abilities are comparable to an S-rank physical Hunter, so she must be good at games.

But how about this?

I took out my phone and turned on the screen.

"You're not calling another woman, are you?"

As soon as I picked up the phone, she showed her jealousy, and I shook my head.

"It's a date, but I was thinking I could turn on my stream since we're at a game center."
"S-stream?"

It's quite fun teasing her when she stutters like this.

"Yeah, I haven't streamed for a few days."
"...Can't you just do it tomorrow?"
"I can't. I already promised the viewers."

I had posted a notice about taking a break two days ago, but I'd feel too sorry for the new viewer, Ppyorutdae, if I didn't stream any longer.

"We're on a date right now. Why would you stream?"
"I'm really sorry. But don't you think it wouldn't be bad to record our date?"
"What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. This is our first date, right?"
"...First date."

Her expression, which had been flustered, gradually turned red with embarrassment.
I really can't understand women's hearts.
She wasn't embarrassed when she suggested making a baby, but she gets shy at words like this.

"So can I stream just while we're playing games?"
"Since it's our first date... No! Absolutely not!"

She almost gave in. What a shame.
But I still have my trump card.

"Ah-Ram, please? Hmm? If you let me stream..."
"If I do?"
"I'll give you a kiss."
"A kiss?"

Her face brightened as she looked into my eyes.
I've only kissed her on the lips a few times.
Rather, she usually initiated the kisses, while I only kissed her on the forehead or cheek.
I know how desperately she's been waiting for me to take the initiative, so I used it as a condition.

"Hmm....."

She swallowed and contemplated.

"A bird kiss? Or a deep kiss? I'll absolutely refuse a simple peck, so please choose one of the two."

I knew she would say something like this.
Confidently, I pulled out one of the hidden cards I'd been saving.

"If you let me stream, I'll give you a candy kiss."
"C-candy kiss?"
"Yes. I'll do it until the candy completely melts. How about it? That's worth negotiating..."
"Absolutely! Deal! Turn on the stream right now! Right this instant!"

While I was speaking proudly, she cut me off with an excited shout.


* * *


When I turned on the Neotube live stream with my phone, the arcade machine appeared on screen.

"Pfft."
"W-why are you laughing?"
"No reason."

Completely won over by the promise of a candy kiss, she nervously glanced at me while repeatedly putting her hand in and out of her pocket.

"Sacheong isn't here today."

Pretending to be dejected, I spoke glumly, and she flinched as she was putting her hand in her pocket.

"M-maybe she has something to do today?"
"You think so...?"
"Yes, I'm right, so don't be too disappointed."

When I subtly agreed, she hurriedly comforted me and sighed with relief.

"Still... it feels empty without her... Huh?"

[Viewer Ppyorutdae has entered the room.]

Just as I was lamenting, a notification appeared that Ppyorutdae, the viewer who made me cry last time, had entered the room.

"Welcome, Ppyorutdae."

I greeted Ppyorutdae with a bright voice.

-Hello, Retired Hunter.

Seeing Ppyorutdae's polite greeting even on an anonymous site, I smiled contentedly.

"Ahjussi. Aren't you smiling too much?"

She peeked at the phone screen beside me and spoke with a sharp, jealous tone.

"Don't be like that, she's a viewer."
"B-but still..."
-Is someone there with you?

Ppyorutdae's chat message appeared, having heard Cha Ah-Ram's voice.

"Ah, the person next to me is..."
"Nice to meet you. I'm Retired Hunter Youtuber's wife."

Cha Ah-Ram introduced herself as my wife.

-...You're married?
"No, we're not married ye— Ugh."

She gave me a reproachful look and pinched my side, making me groan involuntarily.

-What's wrong?
"It's nothing."

As I was about to speak again, she quickly covered my mouth and said it was nothing.

-Oh? But this place looks familiar. Is this the game center in front of Aman Hotel?
"Oh, you know this place?"

I was surprised when Ppyorutdae immediately recognized the game center interior I was showing, so I asked.

-Of course I do. It's right in front of where I live. I always come here to relieve stress.
"Oh? Really? What a coincidence."
"...Ahjussi! This isn't why we came here."

As I continued talking only with Ppyorutdae, Cha Ah-Ram finally got angry and shouted at me.

"I'm sorry."
"You said you'd only stream the games. You said we'd record our first date, but you liar!!"

I held her hand as she shouted at me with a tearful voice.

"That's not true at all. I'll focus just on the games now, not the chat. Is that okay?"
"...Yes."

Perhaps she realized that complaining more would backfire? She nodded and accepted.

"Ppyorutdae, since this is my first date with my girlfriend, I won't be able to interact much."
-...I understand.
"But I'll properly interact with you tomorrow when I stream again after going back down, so please don't feel too disappointed."

I paid special attention to her since she was the first viewer who came to watch my stream purely, excluding those who were kicked out.

"So what should we do?"

After saying I wouldn't interact with the chat, I immediately asked her, and she quietly pointed somewhere with her finger.

"Claw machine?"
"Win me a doll, please."
"Sure."

I approached the claw machine and handed my phone to Ah-Ram, which was still streaming.

"Film me well."
"Okay."

She took the phone with a smile and started filming me.

*Keeeeek*

After inserting a 10,000 won bill, the display showed 10 attempts, and the claw moved according to the joystick's direction.

"Watch this."

Knowing that claw machines depend more on luck than physical skill, I swallowed nervously, aimed at a cute frog doll, and pressed the button.

*Clunk*

The claw swayed as it went down.

*Grab*

*Keeeeek*

The claw came back up empty-handed.

"Is there a fire?"

As I was about to try again, Cha Ah-Ram's voice reached my ears.

"What are you doing?"
"N-nothing."
"What do you mean nothing?"

Curious, I approached her and tried to look at the phone, but she quickly hid it behind her back.

"What is it?"
"It's nothing."
"Give it to me."
"....."

She finally handed me the phone she had been hiding behind her back.

"I couldn't control my strength..."

The phone was crushed in the shape of her grip.
I silently looked at the phone as she tried to explain.
Despite her words, I said nothing and quietly cleaned up the broken pieces, checking if the SIM card inside was safe.

"Are you angry?"
"......"

She asked me again with an anxious expression.

"Ahjussi, I'm sorry."

She apologized again with a voice tinged with tears.

"It's okay."

Breaking my silence, I held her hand and told her it was okay.

"I'm really sorry..."
"Ah-Ram."
"...Yes."
"It's really okay."

This happened countless times in dungeons.
The SIM card isn't broken, so I can buy a new phone and transfer the information.
So I'm really not angry.

"But Ah-Ram?"
"Yes?"

She answered with a relaxed expression, seemingly relieved that I wasn't angry.

"Just now, when you asked 'Is there a fire?', who were you talking to?"
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram became silent again.
I can roughly guess who she was talking to.
Ppyorutdae, who was watching the stream alone...

"Retired Hunter?"

At that moment, an unfamiliar woman's voice called my Neotube nickname from behind.
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I turned around at the sound of someone calling me and saw a woman with neat jeans, a black t-shirt, and a black bob haircut standing there.

"Who are you?"

I asked, though I already had a guess—I just wanted confirmation.

"I'm a viewer who watches your streams under the username Ppyoruddae."

I was right.
It made sense since she'd mentioned living right in front of this arcade, and very few people call me by my Neotube nickname.
But I hadn't expected her to be female.

"Ah, hello Ppyoruddae. What brings you here?"

"Well... you wrote in the chat telling me to leave, so I came to see what was going on."

"Telling you to leave? I never—wait..."

Cha Ah-Ram's head turned to the side as she listened to me.

"Ah-Ram?"

"It's our first date video, but you kept looking at the chat..."

As she hurriedly tried to explain herself, I just stared at her blankly.

"...I'm sorry."

"....."

She apologized, but I maintained my silence and continued staring at her.

"Ahjussi?"

"....."

"No! Ahjussi. Honestly, it's our first date today, and if you turn on your stream to talk only with other viewers, shouldn't I be the one getting angry...?"

"I'm sorry."

I apologized while looking at her.
This wasn't about being overly possessive—any woman would feel the same way.
I'd turned on the stream to tease Cha Ah-Ram, but I'd failed to consider her feelings, which was a huge mistake on my part.
She must have been really upset to smash my phone, considering she never touches my belongings.
I was definitely in the wrong.
So I apologized, and she waved her hands frantically, flustered.

"W-why are you apologizing, Ahjussi?"

"I'm sorry for not considering your feelings and turning on the stream."

I'd definitely feel bad too if my girlfriend spent our first date communicating with viewers instead of me.

"Um... okay."

She accepted my apology and immediately turned her head.

"You're Ppyoruddae?"

"....."

When Ah-Ram asked the viewer who had been quietly listening to our conversation, she kept her mouth shut and lowered her gaze.

"You know who I am, right?"

"....."

"Even civilians know me. And you're a minor who dreams of becoming a Hunter. You definitely know who I am."

What was she trying to say?
I just watched quietly since I was the one at fault here.

"First, I want to say thank you."

Both my eyes and Ppyoruddae's, who had been staring at the ground, widened in surprise.

Cha Ah-Ram, known for never thanking anyone except me, was thanking someone else? Even if it was just lip service, I could feel that she was truly changing.
Ppyoruddae's eyes trembled severely, knowing Ah-Ram's cruel nature better than most, as all information about Cha Ah-Ram was publicly available.

"But... I really hated it when Ahjussi was talking with you during our first date."

She honestly revealed her feelings.

"...I'm sorry for coming here without realizing that."

After bowing to Ah-Ram in apology, she turned to me.

"I'm sorry for showing up unexpectedly. Have a happy date."

Ppyoruddae quickly said this and left the arcade.

"Hmm..."

Observing Ppyoruddae's disappearing back, Ah-Ram made a curious sound.

"I've seen her somewhere before... but where?"

"You've seen her before?"

"Her face looks familiar."

"Her parents are both A-rank, so you might have seen her before."

"A-rank? Pfft."

Ah-Ram burst into laughter with an expression that asked if I was serious.

"Except for you, Ahjussi, C-rank or S-rank are all the same to me."

It's arrogant, but I think Ah-Ram has earned the right to say such things.

"So where did you see her?"

I asked, becoming curious myself.

"I don't know. I definitely saw that face somewhere... ah, forget it."

Unable to remember, she grabbed my arm and pointed to the claw machine with 9 tries left.

"Just for today, don't think about anyone else. Think only about us."

She led me back to the claw machine.


* * *


"Phew....."

Ppyoruddae, who had crossed the street and put some distance between herself and the arcade, placed her hand on her slightly swollen chest and sighed.

"I thought it might be him."

As soon as she heard the voice from the retired Hunter's broadcast, she recognized it as the voice of the person who had saved her life—the one she had been searching for.

When you turn 19, you can receive education only available to students with Hunter parents. That education allows you to designate current Hunters as mentors, and she immediately named the Hunter who had saved her, but the response was different.

[Former C-rank Hunter Kim Young-Seok? He's already retired.]

Her future looked bleak after receiving this information from the Hunter Association.
Although both her parents were successful Hunters in Korea, she had never wanted to become one herself.
She didn't regret it even when faced with a life-threatening crisis.
But the one who made her dream of becoming a Hunter, despite her reluctance, was none other than Hunter Kim Young-Seok who had saved her.

The day her parents went abroad for a dungeon expedition.
A dungeon hidden near her home had its Wave burst after two years.
As soon as it burst, dangerous monsters from orcs to minotaurs suddenly attacked the town, killing many people.
Naturally, seeing death for the first time, she panicked and was trapped in her home.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The orcs that entered the apartment complex broke down closed doors, searching for and killing humans hiding in their homes. She trembled in fear day after day watching this.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

After two days, the orcs reached the 19th floor and approached the apartment next to hers. She kept calling her parents in tears, but they didn't answer.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Finally.

When she heard the sound of her own door being broken down, she crawled under the bed, crying and covering her mouth with her palm, praying they would leave.

Thud. Thud.

[Grrrr?]

The orcs who broke down the door entered the house and began searching, their footsteps echoing.

Crash!

Finally, an orc broke down the bedroom door where she was hiding.

She could see thick green-skinned ankles moving around the room.

[Hic.]

A hiccup escaped from her mouth despite covering it with her palm as she cried in terror.

[Grrrrrr!!!]
[Mom!!!! Dad!!!! No!!!!]

The orc, who had flattened itself on the floor at the sound of her hiccup, discovered her hiding place and exhaled hot breath through its nostrils. She called out to her parents abroad, then screamed at the orc that grabbed her ankle.
But the orc just grinned as if pleased and pulled her out from under the bed.

Thud. Thud.

Another set of footsteps was heard, and the strength in the orc's arm that was pulling her disappeared.

Thunk.

The orc's head, which had been sticking out its long tongue and dripping saliva, fell to the floor, and a new hand appeared under the bed.

[Are you okay?]

Unlike the orc's strange sounds, a kind male voice that was warm and comforting entered her panicked ears.

[All the orcs that entered the apartment have been killed by my colleagues, so you're safe now. Don't worry anymore.]

He gestured for her to come out from under the bed, whispering kindly, and her tears, which had stopped from shock, began to flow again.

[Thank you for hanging in there. Thank you for being alive.]

Hearing her crying, he spoke in a solemn voice and tilted the bed slightly to make it easier for her to come out.
Through her tear-blurred vision, she could see a man covered in wounds.
Blood dripped from the hand extended toward her, but he didn't seem to mind at all, smiling at her dazed expression.

[Come out now.]

He spoke gently, and she found herself nodding, wiping her eyes with her hands and slowly emerging from under the bed.

[Is... is it really safe now?]

[Yes. It's really okay. And even if something appears...]

The man flexed his biceps, which showed numerous wounds.

[I'll protect you, so don't worry.]

That smile shattered her previously negative perception of Hunters.

[I... I...]

[Yes?]

The man, who had started walking toward the broken door, turned his head to look at her.

[I used to think badly of Hunters.]

[...I see.]

He gave a bitter smile at her words.
But...

[But seeing you, I think there are good people too.]

[Thank you.]

His bitter smile changed to a faint but embarrassed expression as he quickly turned his head away.

[What's your name, Hunter?]

She followed the Hunter into the living room, holding her trembling legs with her arms, and asked.

[I'm Kim Young-Seok.]

"Hunter..."

Ppyoruddae, who had been lost in memories while sitting on the flowerbed in front of her house, returned to the present and longed for Young-Seok.

"Would I be in the way?"

If asked to name someone she respected as much as her parents, she would definitely choose Hunter Kim Young-Seok.
That's how much she admired him. Now that she discovered the world's strongest, most beautiful, but also most cruel Hunter, Cha Ah-Ram, had become his girlfriend, Ppyoruddae looked down at the ground with a dejected expression and sighed again.

"What are you doing?"

At that moment, Ppyoruddae's father, apparently returning from work, stroked her hair and asked.

"Father."

"Tell me."

His precious daughter.
With a heart wanting to do anything for her, he spoke.

"I found the Hunter I want to designate for education."

"...You found them?"

His eyes wavered for a moment.
But Ppyoruddae didn't notice and hugged her father's arm tightly.

"I want to receive education from Hunter Kim Young-Seok somehow. Can you help me?"

"...About that."

Having learned that Cha Ah-Ram's sore spot was none other than C-rank Hunter Kim Young-Seok, he looked troubled.

"It's not possible, is it? I heard that Hunter Kim Young-Seok trained over five hundred people during his active days as a Hunter, so it's probably too much now, right?"

Seeing his daughter's gloomy face, he became conflicted but finally made up his mind.

"No. I'll try to contact Hunter Kim Young-Seok and ask. Can you wait a little?"

"Really? You'll really contact him? Dad, I love you!"

His daughter, who had grown up and become mature, hadn't said she loved him in a while. Hearing those words again after so long, his lips twitched.

"Just trust your dad."

He pounded his chest and made a bold promise.
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"Hmm~"

Cha Ah-Ram hugs a small fox plushie to her chest, linking her arm with mine while humming contentedly.

I had confidently claimed I could win a prize, but it took 100,000 won to finally get just one plushie. And it wasn't even the one I wanted—the claw accidentally grabbed it due to a button mishap. We walked arm-in-arm through Hongdae streets, returning my broken phone and getting a new one, then spent time watching passersby and browsing shops.

Eventually, as the sun disappeared beyond the horizon, painting the sky red...

"Should we head back now?"

I ask, thinking it's getting close to evening and we should end our date and go home.

"Go where?"

"Where else? Home, of course."

"Home?"

But Cha Ah-Ram tilts her head, contrary to what I expected.

"Today?"

"What do you mean?"

"I was planning to stay overnight in Seoul before heading back."

"Huh?"

I question her in return.

"Let's stay in Seoul tonight, Ahjussi."

"Says who?"

The words leave my mouth before I can even think, and Cha Ah-Ram smiles mischievously.

"Me, of course."

"....."

"If you're sorry about earlier..."

When I can't respond to her bringing up the incident with the broadcast at the arcade...

"Make it up to me."

"M-make it up?"

"No matter how reckless our Cheonmun Guild might be, we always compensate thoroughly for any harm caused."

So she's already aware they're reckless.

"Compensation..."

"I won't ask for much. Just stay overnight in Seoul with me. I have to go back to the company building tomorrow, so I want to spend more time with you."

She has to go back to the company tomorrow?
Her words leave me feeling empty.

"Alright, let's do that."

"Really? You're the best, Ahjussi!"

She jumps up and down at my words, repeating the same phrase she wrote in the broadcast chat, making me smile.

"Then where should we—"

"I've already made reservations."

Of course, if she suggested staying overnight, she must have already planned where to stay.
I look up at the reddening sky and the approaching darkness.

"Do you... not want to?"

"No, it's not that... huh?"

Drip, drip, drip.

Raindrops fall on the back of my hand and my cheek.

"Rain?"

At that moment, dark clouds gather and...

Whoooosh.

The raindrops suddenly grow heavier, turning into a downpour.

"Let's go there."

I grab her hand and hurry into a nearby coffee shop.

"Welcome!"

The employee at the counter greets us.

"Let's stay here until the rain stops."

"Okay."

After finding a suitable spot and seating Cha Ah-Ram...

"What would you like to drink?"

"A latte for me."

"Hot, right?"

"Yes."

As I start walking to the counter after she says "latte," she grabs my sleeve.

"What?"

"Ahjussi, can I have your phone?"

"My phone?"

"Since I broke yours, I'll install some apps for you while you order coffee."

"You will?"

I hand her my new smartphone from my pocket and approach the counter, where the employee who's been watching us carefully asks:

"Excuse me, sir..."

"Yes?"

"Is that... Hunter Cha Ah-Ram with you?"

"Yes, that's right."

The employee's face turns pale, and their hands start trembling.

'I guess everyone knows Cha Ah-Ram's infamous reputation...'

If ordinary people are this scared, how terrified must Hunters be when facing her directly?

Wait a minute...?

I suddenly recall our first meeting in front of the Hunter Association building. I remember civilians gathering around, saying "I love you, Unnie" to Cha Ah-Ram.

'How much did she fabricate?'

I realize she hired people to create that scene even on the day we met, but rather than feeling upset, I find it endearing. Besides my late mother, Cha Ah-Ram is the only woman in this world who makes such efforts for me.

She really does like me.
That feeling touches me deeply.

"Nothing bad will happen, so don't worry. We'll leave quietly once the rain stops."

I wave to Cha Ah-Ram, who's sitting in her chair watching me, while trying to reassure the cafe employee.

"W-what would you like to order?"

Finally remembering their job, they ask.

"A hot cafe latte and an iced americano, please."

After being told it would be ready soon, I wait at the counter, watching Cha Ah-Ram. She's constantly tapping the screen, presumably installing apps.
From a distance, she looks just like an innocent girl.
In a way, perhaps the world made Cha Ah-Ram who she is today? I think this as I take the coffee from the employee and return to our table.

Even after I sit down, she's so focused on whatever she's doing that she doesn't look at me. Curious, I quietly stand up and move behind her to see the phone screen.

"Ah-Ram?"

"...Yes?"

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram's awkward smile, I suddenly remember that I had already restored all important apps and files from my old phone.

"Why are you going through my contacts?"

I notice she has her own phone on her thigh, copying down contacts from my phone one by one.

"Well, um..."

She smiles awkwardly, quickly turns off my phone, and slips her own phone into her pocket.

"Give it to me."

"I didn't do anything."

"You were copying my contacts. Give it to me now."

"I-I'll delete them."

"No, I'll delete them myself."

I'm not actually angry. I've heard that couples check each other's phones, so I understand, but I deliberately act stern to make her think I'm upset.

"...Ugh."

Despite her groan, after briefly glancing at my expression, Cha Ah-Ram takes out the phone she had pocketed and hands it to me.

"Unlock it."

As soon as I turn on the screen, I see my photo as her wallpaper. The corners of my mouth almost curl up involuntarily, but I manage to hold back and hand the phone back, asking her to unlock it.

"Here."

After she unlocks it and returns it to me, I quickly check her contacts.

"......"

In the short time it took me to get coffee, she had already saved most of my original contacts. Especially concerning is a group labeled "Dangerous People" containing the numbers of my female colleagues.

"Sigh... Ah-Ram."

"I know. I know, but..."

"But?"

"It's not that I don't trust you, Ahjussi. I just have a bit of an obsession. So I keep worrying..."

A bit? That's an understatement.

But I decide to let it go and say:

"Still, this isn't right."

"...Yes."

Seeing her dejected expression, I almost soften, but I manage to steel myself and start deleting all the contacts she had copied.

"Huff....."

After sighing when I finish deleting the contacts, she quickly reaches for the phone.

"Now that you've deleted everything, can I have it ba—"

"I'm not done yet."

"What?"

"Do you really think you only added contacts?"

"N-no, I didn't."

"We'll have to check to be sure."

I tap on the gallery app, which is what I most wanted to see.

"....."

"At least I didn't save photos of other people."

True to her word, the most recent images in the gallery are selfies I took or group photos with colleagues from dungeons.

"Haah."

I sigh repeatedly as I start deleting the transferred photos.

"C-can't I keep the photos?"

"No."

In the end, I delete all potentially problematic photos before returning the phone to her.

"That's too... huh?"

She seems to have noticed something and quickly looks at my face.

"Well... I left the group photos alone and kept my selfies."

"Tsundere."

"....."

Where did she learn the word "tsundere"?
As I sit down, she quickly sits beside me and rests her face on my shoulder.

"Tsundere Ahjussi."

"....."

"I don't think I have any photos with you, Ahjussi."

"Really?"

"What do you mean 'really?' We really don't have any. Are we actually dating?"

Now that I think about it, she's right.

"Then later we can—"

"Let's take one now. Say kimchi~"

Holding up her phone, Cha Ah-Ram rests her head on my shoulder and smiles brightly.

Click.

The photo captures my surprised expression and her smiling face, and she immediately sets it as her wallpaper.

"Hehe."

Seeing how happy she is with just one photo makes my heart flutter.

"Oh, and Ahjussi."

"Yes?"

"Look forward to tonight."

"W-what are you saying! We agreed to do that later..."

"Sometimes you're the more perverted one."

With a shy expression, she pokes my cheek with her finger.

"I was talking about the candy kiss you mentioned... but if you want to do it tonight, I wouldn't mind..."

"N-no. We should stick to what I said."

When I hurriedly deny it, she smiles gently.

"Ah, this is nice."

"Nice?"

"Yes, I'm so happy right now."

Outside the window, the downpour continues, and the number of people on the street has significantly decreased.

"What about you, Ahjussi?"

"I'm happy too."

Being loved by someone and loving them back—all of this makes me incredibly happy.

"Ah-Ram."

At my call, she lifts her face from my shoulder and stares intently into my eyes.

"Now's the time."

"Huh?"

"Now's the time for a kiss. Hurry up."

"Pfft... Hahaha!"

"You don't want to?"

When I can't help but laugh at her bold statement, she pouts and asks in a dissatisfied tone.

"N-no, it's not that, hehe. You really..."

After laughing for a while, I move closer to her face.

"You're fun."

"What...? Fun...!"

I gently kiss her warm, soft lips and stroke the back of her head as I slowly slip my tongue inside.
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The rain had finally stopped, and the dark clouds that had filled the sky disappeared.

"Wow....."

Brilliant stars rose in the vast sky, showing off their presence. Even in this busy history where dungeons appeared in the world, monsters emerged, the population decreased, and ability users called Hunters came into being, the stars with their immense life had always been by our side. This wasn't the first time I'd seen twinkling stars, but it had been a long time since I'd been so mesmerized by them.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"Someday, will we also become stars drifting in the vast universe?"

She was being uncharacteristically romantic.

"I hope so."

Someday, I'll return to my parents' side. When I meet them again, I want to kneel before them, cry, and apologize over and over for not being able to protect them.

"If Ahjussi and I become stars, I want to be by your side then too."

Ah...
Father, Mother.
I have someone I'd like to introduce to you.

I held her warm hand tightly.

"Don't stick too close."
"Don't you like it?"
"No, quite the opposite."

Looking into her eyes, calm as a still lake.

"If you keep doing that, I'm afraid I'll be the one sticking to your star. Stars break when they collide, you know."
"I don't mind breaking. In fact, if it's with you, Ahjussi, I'd be happy."

She's so beautiful, uttering such lovely words with each sentence, making me wonder if this is really her first time dating.

*Someday...*

The day will come when we collide.
Will we shatter into pieces?
Or will we break just a little and return to our original state? I don't know.
But I'm not afraid of that time.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Someday... it could be tomorrow or it could be far in the future, but I'll tell you this one thing."

Though these words come from being intoxicated by the dreamlike atmosphere, I don't stop myself. Instead, I gather courage and confess to her.

"I'll stay with you until I die. No matter how many hardships come, I won't give up."
"Me too....."

Ripples form in her previously calm pupils.

"I'll never let go of you either, Ahjussi. I'll always be by your side."

She answers my confession.

* * *

I didn't regret confessing to her on the street, caught up in the moment, but right now I was beginning to wonder why I had said such things.

"....Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Why are you taking off your clothes?"

We had entered Sinma Hotel, said to have the best facilities in Korea. As soon as we entered the VVIP room she had reserved in advance, she started undressing. I grabbed her hand to stop her.

"I usually take off my clothes when I get home."
"What nonsense!"

I raised my voice at Cha Ah-Ram, who was making up excuses about habits she never showed when coming to my house.

"Would you like to undress too, Ahjussi?"

She calmly ignored my words and looked me up and down.

"No. Don't take off your clothes until tomorrow morning. Got it?!"

When I barked at her, she made a disappointed face.

"Tch, you're not even a monk but you keep saying no."

She grumbled but didn't ignore me and relaxed her hand.

"Let's not rush things. You promised to stay by my side for life."

Her dissatisfied expression softened.

"Just know this."
"What?"
"If you keep making me wait..."
"Making you wait?"
"I might lose my mind, so don't make me wait too long."
"O-okay. But not tonight."
"Then I'll wait?"

I swallowed hard and smiled awkwardly.

"Want to shower first?"
"Can we shower together?"
"There you go again."

I gave her a light tap on the head.

"We're not making a baby, so why can't we just shower together?"
"Stop messing around. Go shower first."

After barely managing to send her to the bathroom, I was left alone in the spacious room, blankly staring at the ceiling.

Today, too many things happened.

"Sigh....."

I snapped out of my daze, turned on my phone, and went to a major portal site.

[Real-time search terms]

Cha Ah-Ram dating rumors
Cha Ah-Ram's man
Cha Ah-Ram's kiss
Hunter Kim Young-Seok
C-rank
Kim Young-Seok information
Department store
Game center
Coffee shop
Street date

I knew articles would appear, but I didn't expect them to dominate all the search terms. Holding my head, I checked the article headlines.

[Who is 'C-rank Kim Young-Seok,' the man of the strongest Hunter Cha Ah-Ram?]
[Reactions from the places they visited?]
[Why haven't the Cheonmun Guild, Hunter Association, and government made official announcements yet?]
[Was Cha Ah-Ram Hunter's lover Kim Young-Seok the reason the Cheonmun headquarters moved from Seoul to Goseong, Gyeongnam?]

Just reading the headlines made me queasy. After debating whether to read them or not, I finally gave up, threw my phone on the large bed, got up, and went to the home bar where alcohol was displayed.

I grabbed a random bottle, poured it into a beautifully crafted glass, and sat down.

Gulp.

I downed the drink in one go.

"Kekek..."

My throat felt like it was burning, and my vision began to blur.

"Ahjussi?"
"Done showering?"

Cha Ah-Ram approached me with a towel wrapped around her wet hair and wearing a bathrobe.

"Drinking?"
"It would feel lacking if we just slept and left, right?"

As I held the glass and felt increasingly tipsy, Cha Ah-Ram sat next to me and held out her glass.

"Pour me some too."
"Not for you."
"What? I'm an adult."
"That's the problem."

I grabbed her shoulder.

"It would be troublesome if you got drunk."
"Why troublesome?"
"Why, you ask?"

Trying hard not to let go of my fraying self-control.

"If you get drunk too, I don't think I'll be able to keep what I said earlier."
"...You don't have to keep it."
"No."

I childishly refused, turning my head away sharply, refilling my empty glass, and drinking again.

"Kuh..... Why do people even drink whiskey?"

I don't understand why people drink expensive, high-proof whiskey.

"It's not to my taste."

Hearing my muttering, she grabbed the bottle on the table, poured it into her glass, and drank.

"You, you! I told you not to drink!"

My tongue felt loose and my pronunciation slurred, but I didn't care and shouted at her.

"I can handle my alcohol."

She winked at me and poured herself another drink.

"S-stop....."

As her face gradually contorted, I grabbed her and managed to take the bottle away.

"I-I'll go shower, so stop drinking. Okay?!"

I barely managed to get up from the chair and staggered to the bathroom.

"Whew....."

When I exhaled deeply, the strong smell of alcohol stung my nose. Unable to control my body, I leaned my arm on the shelf, took off my clothes, and immersed myself in the bathtub filled with warm water.

"....."

The moment I entered the tub, the thread of reason I had been barely maintaining snapped, and my vision turned black.

* * *

"...sir!"

Someone was shaking me and calling out. When I opened my heavy eyes, Cha Ah-Ram, wearing a casual T-shirt and jeans instead of yesterday's clothes, smiled at me.

"Are you awake?"
"Wh-where is... ugh."

As a severe headache hit me, she handed me a hangover remedy she was holding.

"Thanks."

I emptied the hangover remedy in one go and held my dizzy head, realizing I couldn't remember anything. I quickly looked under the blanket covering me and was relieved to find I was still wearing yesterday's clothes.

"...Did I do anything?"
"What do you mean?"

Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head at my question.

"Ah, nothing."

I remembered getting into the bathtub yesterday, but I couldn't remember anything after that. Did I come to bed myself? Or did she move me? If it was the former, I'd be relieved, but if it was the latter, I'd be very anxious.

If it was the latter, it would mean she dressed me in these clothes.

But I couldn't bring myself to ask and kept fidgeting. Perhaps noticing my strange behavior, she came closer and placed the back of her hand on my forehead.

"Are you sick?"

She was worried about me.

*It can't be.*

We talked about it yesterday, so nothing must have happened. Stopping my suspicions.

"I'm fine except for feeling a bit dizzy."
"Then lie down. I called room service earlier, so it'll be here soon."
"Thank you."

I held my dizzy head and tried to lie down again, but...

Swoosh.

The pillow I was about to lie on slid to the side, and her sturdy thigh appeared in its place.

"....."
"Lie down quickly."

When she urged me, I reluctantly rested my head on her thigh.

"Relax."

When I tensed up and barely touched her, she placed her hand on my forehead and pressed down.

"I'll take you up on that."

Finally giving in, I lay on her thigh and unconsciously glanced to the side before immediately closing my eyes.

"Should I call a doctor?"

When she spoke to me with my eyes closed, I quickly got up.

"I'm fine. Don't call anyone."

The scene I just saw lingered, but I tried hard to erase it and got out of bed.

"I'll just wash my face and come back."

I hurriedly went into the bathroom, stood in front of the sink, and repeatedly wet my face with cold water.

"It can't be."

I shook my head in denial.

Ding dong.

As I was washing my face until my mind cleared, the sound of the doorbell reached my ears.

A moment later.

"Ahjussi, come out quickly and have breakfast."
"I'll be right out."

After calming my racing heart and emptying my thoughts, I left the bathroom.

* * *

Cha Ah-Ram's office.

Park Secretary was pacing restlessly around the spacious office, continuously calling someone.

"...Please answer."

He had already called Cha Ah-Ram dozens of times, but she didn't answer, making him increasingly anxious. He thought about the hotel where she was staying.

"No."

He briefly considered going there but quickly gave up, unable to imagine what punishment she might inflict for interrupting her date with Kim Young-Seok, the future owner of the Cheonmun Guild.

[Next news. Dating rumors have emerged about Cha Ah-Ram, the Vice Guild Master of the Cheonmun Guild who dominates not only Korea but the world, and who is called the strongest Hunter.]

The huge TV attached to the office wall was reporting about Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok.

"Sigh....."

Park Secretary, who had been blankly watching the TV, sighed and finally gave up trying to call her, sitting down on the sofa.

"Well, she's not the type to be shaken by something like this."

Her personality had softened a lot recently, but that was because of the man named Kim Young-Seok. With her cold disposition toward both enemies and allies, she probably wouldn't care about what was happening now.

"I just need to clean up after her."

Realizing that it would be his job to handle the aftermath of what Cha Ah-Ram had done, he already felt overwhelmed.

"I'm sorry... I think I'll be working overtime again."

Apologizing to his family waiting at home, he hurriedly left the office and headed to his secretary's office where he stayed.

Ch.49 - Love Affair Rumors. (2)
I had never stayed at a hotel like this before, and I couldn't close my mouth at the sight of the extravagant room service.

"Are we supposed to eat all of this?"

I asked, looking at the amount of food that seemed enough to feed ten grown men.

"We can just leave what we don't finish."
"Leave food uneaten?"

I glared at Cha Ah-Ram who casually suggested wasting food. Having run dungeons, I knew how precious food could be.

"Ahjussi, I've lived like this my entire life."

Cha Ah-Ram calmly replied, noticing why I was upset.

"Of course, I did tell you to come with just yourself. In return, I'd give you everything, right?"
"Well..."
"I'll change. I will... but could you give me some time?"

She asks for time on this matter, yet she was quick to suggest having a child. But thinking about it, I was probably being too hasty.

As she said, she has her own life experiences and habits. How could I expect her to change immediately just because something doesn't suit me?

I should be grateful to her instead. In today's world, it's unthinkable that someone would listen to a C-rank Hunter like me and even consider changing.

"Thank you."
"It's nothing."

After our conversation, we sat at the table looking at the numerous dishes.

"Enjoy your meal."
"Enjoy your meal."

Though there was too much food, I decided to try as much as I could and began eating.


* * *


The Blue House.
The President, whose power and authority had weakened considerably since the emergence of Hunters, read documents with a troubled expression, now treated almost like a figurehead.

"What's the current situation?"
"She hasn't been seen since entering."
"Is there a possibility she slipped out secretly?"
"Given her personality, that's unlikely."

The Chief of Staff answered the President's questions.

"Hmm..."

[Top Secret Document]

Code Name: Yeokrin

The only man loved by the code-named "Witch."
His ability reduces the weight of objects by half. He worked as a C-rank Hunter for 11 years.
Currently retired and streaming on Neotube platform.
※Hunter Career Summary※
Was at the center of major incidents during his 11 years as a Hunter.
551 Hunters trained by him, with 23 of them reaching A-rank or higher.
Notably, he has gained the attention of code-named "Justice" and "Witch," who represent Korea.
※Personality※
Possesses a personality that makes survival difficult in this world.
Kind and straightforward, he saved thousands of people during his 11 years.
※Family Relations※
Both parents died when dungeons first appeared.
Has relatives but confirmed to have no contact with them.
※Critical Information※
Currently, Witch has moved her headquarters to where Yeokrin lives, causing Seoul's security to deteriorate rapidly.
On March 8, 2035, they officially announced their relationship to the world.

"Chief of Staff."
"Yes, Mr. President."
"Is it possible to approach Yeokrin?"
"..."

The Chief of Staff remained silent at the President's question.

"I take that as impossible."

Interpreting his silence as impossibility, the President sighed, leaned back in his chair, and stared at the ceiling.

"...Mr. President, you absolutely must not use Yeokrin."

The Chief of Staff, who had served the President his entire career, immediately recognized what he was thinking and offered advice.

"I know. I know. But..."

A few days ago.
He recalled when she brought in the code-named "Trash."

"I'll give you two years, so don't approach me or the man I love."

Drip.

Just thinking about her visit to the Blue House made cold sweat run down his body.

"...But without her, our country will fall to others."

It was impossible to expect patriotism from her.
She, who thoroughly believed herself to be the center of the world, would certainly scoff and refuse even if the country were to collapse.
But as President, he couldn't give up on her despite the risk, so he asked the Chief of Staff again with lingering attachment.

"Is there really no way?"
"..."

After hearing the President's plea, the Chief of Staff closed his eyes.

"There is one way."
"What is it? If there's a method, tell me quickly."
"Recently, didn't Justice visit the Blue House wanting Trash?"
"But we didn't hand her over."

Handing over Trash was a separate issue, even for Justice who had dedicated himself to the nation.
Despite her notorious reputation, Trash was one of Korea's representative S-rank Hunters.
Giving her up would mean reducing the country's power, so he had opposed it.

"Currently, Justice has a very close relationship with Yeokrin."
"I'm aware from the reports."
"So why not hand over Trash to Justice and naturally use him as a communication channel for the Blue House?"
"Hand over Trash?"

At the Chief of Staff's suggestion, the President stroked his chin with his finger, calculating the pros and cons.

"Did she accept our proposal?"
"No."

Currently, Trash was imprisoned in an underground bunker with her limbs severed, but despite attempts to persuade her to join their side, she had not accepted the proposal.

"Trash will likely never accept our proposal. So instead of keeping an unusable S-rank card, wouldn't it be better to use it to definitely bring Justice to our side?"
"A communication channel... But I know the relationship between Witch and Justice isn't good... How will we approach this?"

The President was skeptical, already aware of their poor relationship.

"Would you like to see this?"

The Chief of Staff took out a document from his pocket and handed it to the President.

"...Is this certain?"
"Yes, it's confirmed."
"Witch didn't kill anyone?"

Though countries and laws existed, Hunters of A-rank and above, especially Witch, were free from national laws.
All countries tacitly overlooked their crimes as long as they didn't destabilize the nation.
The same was true for Korea.
In fact, Korea, with its high number of S-rank Hunters relative to its population and land area, was much more severe than other countries.
And Witch, called the apex, was literally a walking disaster.
Anyone who crossed her never survived...

The document handed over by the Chief of Staff detailed Cha Ah-Ram's behavior during their date.

"If this is true..."
"Even Witch is a woman."

The Chief of Staff muttered bitterly.

"A Witch in love..."

The President tapped his finger on the desk, pondering for a moment, and finally decided to hand over Trash.

"Is Justice still at the Blue House?"
"Yes. He's still asking for Trash to be handed over."
"Guide Justice to Trash immediately."
"You mean?"
"We'll use Justice as our communication channel."

The President, having made his decision, gave orders to the Chief of Staff.

"..."
"What's wrong? Wasn't this your suggestion?"
"The risk is too great."

The Chief of Staff, thinking of Witch's all-seeing intellect:

"Witch will surely notice."
"Then you shouldn't have reported that she's changed."

The President's voice rose slightly as he stood from his chair and walked toward the Chief of Staff.

"We're just figureheads anyway."
"..."
"For such figureheads to protect the country, shouldn't we risk our lives? If we can control Witch by risking unnecessary lives, our names will be etched in history."
"...Yes."

Finally nodding to the President's words, the Chief of Staff steeled himself.

"Then I'll guide Justice to Trash."


* * *


Kim Se-Bong, having realized Choi Shin-Hye was here, had already been at the Blue House for a day.

"..."

With bloodshot eyes from lack of sleep, Kim Se-Bong kept glaring at the Blue House building from the main gate, constantly thinking of his dead son.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong... no matter what, I absolutely cannot open this gate without the President's orders."

The guard at the main gate spoke to him with a regretful expression.

"Just until today."
"Hunter..."
"If you don't change your mind by today, I'll break into the underground bunker myself."
"Please... Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

Most Koreans respect Hunter Kim Se-Bong.
The guard, being one of them, pleaded with Kim Se-Bong, but he ignored him and continued glaring at the building.

"Open it."

Just then, the Chief of Staff, walking from a distance, told the guard to open the gate.

"Yes."

The guard immediately opened the gate.

"Your answer?"
"We will hand her over."

At the Chief of Staff's words, Kim Se-Bong's stern expression changed to one of joy.

"Quickly guide me..."
"But there's a condition."
"Condition?"

The Chief of Staff looked at him.

"In exchange for handing over Choi Shin-Hye, please help us connect with Hunter Kim Young-Seok."
"...Impossible."

Kim Se-Bong's expression hardened at the mention of Kim Young-Seok's name, and he shook his head.

"We're not trying to use him."
"Do you know who's by his side when you say this?"
"I do. It's common knowledge now that Cha Ah-Ram, known as the apex, is protecting him. And even without her, all Hunters belonging to the Cheonmun Guild would be providing ironclad protection under her orders."

He tried to understand why the Chief of Staff would say this despite knowing everything, but having not slept for a day while thinking about killing Choi Shin-Hye, his mind wasn't working properly.

"I made a promise."
"What promise?"
"I agreed to grant a favor. Are you asking me to betray that?"
"It's not betrayal."

The Chief of Staff's expression also hardened at the word "betrayal."

"Rather than betrayal, if you could call it dedication..."
"You."

At the Chief of Staff's words, Kim Se-Bong took a step forward, causing the Chief of Staff to waver.

"Don't play with words. Tell me straight. What do you want by approaching Kim Young-Seok?"
"...We want to bring him to the capital."

With a pale face, he barely managed to answer Kim Se-Bong's question.

"Kim Young-Seok? I doubt it."

Snorting at his words:

"You want to bring Cha Ah-Ram and the Cheonmun Guild, right?"
"That's correct."
"Can you call that dedication?"
"Since the Cheonmun Guild relocated its headquarters, Seoul's crime rate has increased by 87%."
"Hmm..."

Kim Se-Bong had felt this too.

"The Cheonmun Guild had a tight grip on Seoul for a long time, keeping other guilds quiet, but that had side effects. With the Cheonmun Guild gone, other guilds are fighting in the shadows to take its place. That fight is the shortest path to diminishing our country's strength."

Feeling the pressure on him disappear, the Chief of Staff straightened his back and spoke while meeting Kim Se-Bong's gaze.

"You might not be the only one to die."
"I know. But as I said earlier..."

The Chief of Staff met Kim Se-Bong's gaze with eyes full of determination.

"I am prepared to sacrifice my life for our country, Korea."
"..."

After briefly considering his passionate words, Kim Se-Bong finally spoke:

"Guide me."
"Are you accepting our proposal?"
"But..."

Glaring at the Chief of Staff:

"If you have any intention of using Kim Young-Seok for something, then you should worry about me before Cha Ah-Ram."
"Thank you."


* * *


"Understood."

In the Cheonmun Guild's Secretary's Office.
Park Secretary ended a call from someone and sent a text message somewhere.

"Hah..."

He had just received a report from a guild member planted in the Blue House that Kim Se-Bong had moved to the underground bunker where Choi Shin-Hye was imprisoned.

"As expected, Agassi..."

He felt fear at Cha Ah-Ram's intellect, which had predicted all of this.

"What about the kids?"

He asked the secretary beside him.

"They're already stationed around Sinma Hotel."
"They know about the restrictions?"
"Yes."
"Tell them to act immediately if Agassi gets into trouble."
"But Secretary Park, may I ask one thing?"

A new secretary, recently hired after many secretaries had died, asked Park Secretary.

"What is it?"
"...Do we always work overtime like this, unable to go home?"

The secretary with dark circles under his eyes asked, forcing his eyes to stay open.

"...You can go home and sleep for about four hours after you finish everything I told you to do."
"Th-thank you!"

The secretary, moved to tears by Park Secretary's words, immediately took his phone and left the office.
Park Secretary watched the new secretary leave, then took out his wallet and looked at a photo inside.

"...I'll be home soon."

Looking at a photo of his fox-like wife and rabbit-like child, he resumed his work to clear the mountain of tasks so he could go home soon.

Ch.50 - Love Affair Rumors. (3)
It's almost time to head home, but there are so many reporters camped outside the hotel that I'm reluctant to go out.

"Should I chase them all away?"

Cha Ah-Ram speaks to me as she watches me fidgeting anxiously.

"Absolutely not."
"Why? It would be easier if we drove them away."
"It would be easier, yes. But I don't want your image to get any worse."
"...As if my image could get any worse."

She grumbles quietly but doesn't say anything more.
I know. I know.
I understand better than anyone that her image is already at rock bottom.

"Still, I don't want you to be criticized anymore."

Since I truly love her.
I don't want her to be pointed at by anyone in this world.
Changing an image is extremely difficult.
Nevertheless, I want to try.
Am I worried about being criticized for being the Witch's man?
No.

It's because I think she's more beautiful than anyone else.

"I wish others could see how beautiful and cute you are, just as much as I love you."
"....."

She bows her head deeply at my words.

"Understand?"
"...Yes."

She nods shyly without showing her expression.


* * *


Thump. Thump. Thump.

Cha Ah-Ram's heart pounds like it's about to burst as she listens to Kim Young-Seok, making her head spin.

*This is love.*

The moment she looks at him, her heart feels so full that she has to look away again.

"Ah-Ram, shall we go?"

His gentle whisper makes her feel dizzy, and she finds herself nodding without thinking.
Holding his hand tightly, they enter the hotel lobby.

"Vice Guild Master, we've prepared a way for you to leave secretly."

The hotel manager who had introduced himself when they arrived yesterday comes out personally, showing respect while reporting that they've prepared a secret exit.

"What do you want to do?"

He looks into my eyes as he asks, but I can clearly feel his desire to face the situation head-on.

"We'll use the main entrance."

Ignoring the manager's report, partly because it's what he wants but also because I now want to show the world the man I love.

"There's a large crowd gathered right now. Dealing with them will be tiring..."

The manager who doesn't grasp the situation starts to irritate me, but the warm temperature I feel from his hand helps me calm down as I lead him toward the exit.

Click. Click. Click.

The moment we step outside, countless camera shutters go off, disorienting us.

"Stop."

As his grip tightens, uncomfortable with this situation, I step forward and shout at the reporters to stop taking pictures.
With that single word, the area in front of the hotel entrance falls silent.

"I can guess why you're all gathered here. But isn't this too rude? Taking pictures without permission? You all know my personality, right?"

At her words, the reporters can't hide their tense expressions and avoid eye contact with each other.

"Ah-Ram, gently. Okay?"

Standing beside me, he whispers softly in my ear.
It's just a moment, but his voice tickles my ear and my stern expression softens before I quickly compose myself again.

"Sigh... I'll take questions from just two people. No more than that, so raise your hands."

As soon as Cha Ah-Ram finishes speaking, the reporters who had been avoiding eye contact all raise their hands at once.

"You. Speak."

She points to the reporter standing at the very front.

"Th-thank you."
"Is that your question? Then another reporter..."
"No!"
"Don't add unnecessary comments. Just speak quickly."

The reporter who looked bewildered thanks her for choosing him, but finding even that tedious, she urges him on.

"How long have you been dating the person next to you?"
"Just a few days. That's it? Raise hands again."

Ignoring the reporter's disappointed expression, she asks for hands again, and the reporters raise their hands even higher than before.

"You. Speak."
"Ms. Cha Ah-Ram, you're considered the pinnacle among S-rank Hunters. But your partner is a C-rank Hunter who has even retired. You're a couple with obvious differences in every aspect. What do you think about that?"

When the second chosen reporter speaks, the surroundings begin to stir, and people start to distance themselves from where he stands.

"Ahjussi, would you mind waiting here for a moment?"
"Ah-Ram?"
"Don't worry."
"I trust you."

When he says he trusts me, my heart swells and a smile keeps trying to form on my lips, but my smile is solely for Ahjussi.
Not wanting to show it to such vulgar people, I tighten my facial muscles to create an even more intimidating expression as I walk toward the reporter who spoke.

Click. Click.

Gulp.

As I start walking, the reporter's face turns pale as if he's finally grasped the situation, and he trembles.

"You."

As I approach the reporter and call out to him.

"I'm so sorry!"
"Listen until the end."
"I'm sorry."

He repeats his apology while pounding his thigh with his fist, unable to control his trembling.

"I'll answer your question."

Looking around at the surrounding reporters.

"I know that my man and I are different in every way. So what? Isn't loving and being loved enough? Is there any reason to divide things like that?"

At her words, one of the silent reporters raises his hand.

"Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, just three months ago you said: 'A couple with different ranks? The lower-ranked Hunter will soon die.' What do you think about that?"
"......"

Anger rises to the top of my head.
I clearly remember saying those words.
But hearing it in front of Ahjussi makes my blood boil, and I unconsciously start to raise my hand when.

"Agassi, I apologize for being late."

Cheonmun Guild members dressed in black suits appear through the crowd of reporters and bow deeply, surrounding Ahjussi and me.

"...What's going on here?"
"We've come to escort you."

Park Byung-Mok, a famous S-rank Hunter at the front, speaks as their representative.

"Not necessary."
"Agassi."

Park Byung-Mok, the only one in the Cheonmun Guild who dares to look me in the eye when speaking, stands up.

"I'm not worried about you, Agassi."
"What?"

Dumbfounded by his statement that he's not worried about me.

"Do you want to die?"
"But the Young Master isn't accustomed to this kind of public attention."

At the mention of "Young Master," I quickly turn my head toward him, and fortunately, he's being guarded by guild members skilled enough to join dungeon exploration teams.

"Hmm....."

My anger subsides as I realize they're concerned about Ahjussi, and I consider for a moment.

"We'll handle things here, so Agassi can go down with the Young Master."
"...Alright."

Cha Ah-Ram listens to Park Byung-Mok and walks to where Kim Young-Seok is standing.

"Are you running away now...?"

The reporter who had questioned her earlier shouts again.

"Stay quiet if you don't want to die."

Park Byung-Mok's low voice silences the reporter.

"Ahjussi, I didn't do anything, right?"
"You did well."

As I approach, the guild members guarding him step aside to make way, and he praises me from within.

"Hehe."

I smile only for him.

"Let's go ahead first, as the Cheonmun Guild members suggested."

Nodding at his visibly tired expression, I get into the waiting limousine.


* * *


"So?"

In the Vice Guild Master's office at the Cheonmun headquarters.
Having returned to the building, Cha Ah-Ram receives a report from Park Secretary.

"The information is blocked."
"That bitch Baek Seol-Ah must have blocked it herself?"

Though she could easily obtain any information using her name, Baek Seol-Ah is different.

"Ahjussi saved Baek Seol-Ah, who had no abilities, from a dungeon. And when Ahjussi was injured in a dungeon and hospitalized, she disguised herself as a doctor to heal him away from public eyes. Is that all?"
"Yes, we could find out more if we push harder, but that would attract the attention of the World Hunter Association."
"Those old geezers... ugh."

She grimaces and reads another person's file.

"And that brat... I mean, Kim Min-Hee?"

A face that looks familiar from somewhere.

"So she's that bastard's daughter."

She mutters, thinking of the couple who have A-rank abilities but remain at A-rank because becoming S-rank would limit the range of dungeons they could enter.

"What should we do? Unlike Baek Seol-Ah, this one can be dealt with easily."
".....Leave her be."

Park Secretary recognizes how different she is now from when she kidnapped the police commissioner's son for merely insulting her, smashing his head and feeding him to slimes.

"Understood."
"But... if either of those two approaches Ahjussi again, report to me immediately."
"And... I'd like to report on Hunter Kim Se-Bong's matter."
"Did he receive it?"
"Yes, we got word that he disappeared from the Blue House with the trash."
"The Blue House wouldn't have just handed her over..."

Cha Ah-Ram contemplates, thinking of the President who is called a scarecrow.

"It seems they're trying to approach the Young Master to restrict your actions, Agassi."
"I know that too."

What Cha Ah-Ram is thinking about is the future.
No matter how much power the Blue House has lost, it's still where the country's representatives gather.
And at its center is the President.

*Image...*

Ahjussi had said it to her earlier too.
That he didn't want to see her being criticized.

"Pretend not to know."
"What? The Blue House is trying to use..."
"I have a rough idea of how they might try to use me. So I'm thinking of pretending to be used while trying to change my image."

Cha Ah-Ram, knowing that image laundering is the President's specialty, speaks, and Park Secretary's eyes widen.

"Do you want to die? Are you rolling your eyes at me?"
"....."

Thinking to himself that Cha Ah-Ram is still Cha Ah-Ram, he bows his head.

"Anyway... I'll look at the accumulated work, so send all the guild members remaining in the building to guard Ahjussi."
"Yes."

As Park Secretary leaves the office, Cha Ah-Ram, now alone, blushes and strokes her stomach.

Ch.51 - The Reason Why I Loved?
I returned home alone, completely drained, and lay down on the sofa without thinking about anything.
Though I was only in Seoul for two days, so much had happened.
Baek Seol-Ah, the angry viewer, and the dating scandal that officially announced to the world that I was Cha Ah-Ram's man—it had all been incredibly hectic.

"Ugh..."

Especially shocking was the revelation that Baek Seol-Ah had a connection to me.

*That little girl from back then...*

I can't believe she's grown into a Hunter the world can't do without.

"Time has flown by."

I may have become younger after taking what Cha Ah-Ram called a new medicine, but I still have the core of a thirty-one-year-old.
While I was reminiscing with nostalgic eyes about old memories...

Ding-dong.

When the doorbell rang, I instinctively jumped up from the sofa and approached the front door.

"Ah-Ram?"

I asked in an excited tone, the disappointment of potentially not seeing her until tomorrow vanishing.

"Sorry to disappoint, but I'm not Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram."
"...Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"

Hearing the voice of Kim Se-Bong, whom I'd met on the street yesterday, I cracked the door open to check.

Swing.

"Please come in."
"Thank you."

Seeing his exhausted appearance, I opened the door completely to welcome him.
Kim Se-Bong, with bloodshot eyes, stopped at the entrance and shook his head.
"Is something wrong?"

When I asked him why he hesitated to enter, he seemed to contemplate something before finally speaking.

"Young-Seok."
"Yes, what is it?"
"The truth is, I came here on a government request."
"What?"

A government request?
What's that about?

"The government wants me to stay by your side to restrict Cha Ah-Ram's actions."
"...Why are you telling me this?"

Though I didn't understand at first, his next words made everything clear, and I carefully asked:

"Because you're my son."
"...I told you I haven't signed anything yet."
"And I also owe the Vice Guild Master..."
Kim Se-Bong muttered bitterly before asking me directly:

"Even so, may I enter your home?"
"Of course."

Even though he said he came to restrict Cha Ah-Ram, I still welcomed him into my home.
As I answered without hesitation, Kim Se-Bong stared blankly at my face before his lips trembled.

"Even though I told you I'm here to use you to restrict Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram?"
"Come in anyway."
"May I ask why you're letting me in?"

His bloodshot eyes wavered as he carefully asked me.
Why am I letting him in...?

"I..."

I answered his question with a bright smile.

"Because I trust you, Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

Though I haven't spoken with him much and don't know exactly what kind of person he is...
If I trace the path he's walked until now, I believe he's someone I can trust.
I wanted to show respect to a senior who pioneered the path that is now my life's goal.

Step.

With a face contorted as if trying to hold back tears, he finally stepped forward.

* * *

After entering the house, Kim Se-Bong, who seemed not to have slept for days, collapsed on the sofa. I laid him down properly, covered him with a blanket, and went to the backyard to tend to the garden I'd been neglecting.

Hissss.

I connected a long hose to the faucet, turned on the water, and started pulling weeds while watering the garden.

"Trust..."

I should ask Cha Ah-Ram why she has such boundless trust in someone as insignificant as me.
Just as I trusted Kim Se-Bong, I wonder what made Cha Ah-Ram whisper words of love to me—I can't figure it out at all.

As I watered the garden, I tried to retrace my journey and think about Cha Ah-Ram, but nothing came to mind, which only made me more curious.

"Maybe I should call her."

After thinking about Cha Ah-Ram over and over, I felt a longing rise within me and wanted to hear her voice.

Ring ring ring. Ring ring ring. Ring ring ring.

Strike while the iron is hot, as they say—I immediately called her.

"Hello?"

She answered after just three rings, pretending not to know it was me despite clearly seeing my number.

"What are you doing?"
"I was thinking about you, Ahjussi."

Her words about thinking of me made me smile involuntarily.

"I was thinking about you too."
"Really? That makes me happy."

I could picture her smiling face in my mind.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Are you very busy?"
"No, I'm not busy."

Not busy?
That's a lie.
Just when we parted earlier, she was complaining about how much work had piled up...

"Then can I ask you something?"
"If it's a question from you, Ahjussi, I'll answer anything."

Though I didn't believe she wasn't busy, since she said that, I asked the question I desperately wanted answered.

"When... did you start liking me?"

The thing I was most curious about.
I asked her that.

"...Why do you ask?"

After a pause, she asked for my reason, despite saying she'd tell me anything.

"I'm curious why you'd like a C-rank Hunter like me."

Since when.
Why?
What aspect of me.

The more I spoke, the more desperately curious I became about why she liked me.
I know love doesn't need a reason.
I also know that love can't be measured, and there are many definitions of it.
Knowing all this, I still wanted to hear it from her.

"It would have been when I was in middle school."
"...Middle school?"

Middle school?
Her answer was far from what I expected, and I asked again in a surprised voice.

"Yes, when I was in middle school. At that time, twelve A-rank Dungeons had a Wave outbreak in Seoul all at once, causing chaos."

I remember.
That was around when I met Han-Seok.

"Back then, I was just a civilian without any abilities."

Since one can only awaken abilities and become a Hunter with a slim chance after becoming an adult.
I listened intently, straining to hear even her breathing.

"Do you remember when Seoul was in chaos for about a month?"
"...I remember."

If I had to pick the hardest moment in my life, it would be that incident with the twelve Dungeons.

"It was from then."
"Huh?"
"When you appeared on TV, Ahjussi. That's when it started."

She's saying she's liked me since 2029, six years ago?
Her statement made my head spin.

"You might misunderstand, but to be precise, that's when I became aware of your existence."

She says she learned about me when I briefly appeared on TV receiving a medal as a representative C-rank Hunter, and I hesitate on how to respond.

"Well, I only knew about you then, I didn't have any feelings of love at all."

I can picture her shrugging her shoulders and speaking proudly.

"Then when did it start?"
"It's embarrassing... do I have to tell you?"
"You know when I started liking you."
"Sigh... it's embarrassing, but okay."

Arguing for fairness, she sighed deeply and answered.

"I heard you were retiring."
"Huh? You heard about it?"

No one except my party should have known about my retirement.
Could it be...?
A hypothesis flashed through my mind, but I didn't voice it.

"So on the day you retired, I secretly watched you in front of the Hunter Association."

So she saw me carefully preparing my modest equipment for junior Hunters to use in front of the Hunter Association.

"How can someone be so consistent..."
"That's..."
"Yes, I think that's when it started. When my frozen heart began to beat again."

So it wasn't a suddenly ignited flame.
Rather, it was a gentle burn that grew as she got to know me over six years.
Most people might call this obsession, but I'm different.

How noble and precious it is to be loved.
I'm so grateful for it.
My heart feels full, and I can't think of anything except how happy I am.

"You're moved, right?"
"...No."
"No?"

When I denied being moved by her bold declaration of love, her voice dropped.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"I miss you so much."
"..."
"Should I come to you? Or do you want to come here?"

I immediately asked, wanting to feel her warmth and smell her scent.

"Wait a moment. Rather than you coming, I should go..."

WHOOSH!

A loud noise erupted from the phone speaker.

"Because it's faster."

Her voice came through amid the sound of rushing wind.

* * *

Six years ago.
A girl without emotions lived imprisoned in a mansion-like jail.
She could get anything with just a reach of her hand, and everyone who knew her would bow their heads at her command.
But growing up in an environment where everything came easily, she felt extreme boredom and gradually lost her emotions.
No.
It wasn't that her emotions disappeared—they had worn away from disuse.

"Isn't that stupid?"

The girl, lying on her bed watching a live broadcast of a Dungeon Wave, muttered coldly.

"KEEEEEK!"

A horde of goblins approached the cameraman who was risking his life to film the scene.

"Boring."

Just as the girl, having lost interest in the cameraman who was about to die, picked up the remote to turn off the TV, the camera fixed on a man running from far away with a large backpack.

"Q-quickly, get away!"

A young voice.
But the man's face was covered with so many scars that his age was indeterminable as he stood between the cameraman and the goblin horde.

"Hurry!"

When the cameraman stared blankly at the man shielding him, the man shouted again.
Only then did the cameraman back away.

"Will he die?"

The girl, who knew better than anyone that such people don't live long, felt her brief interest fade again.

"You should escape too."
"I..."

Since goblins have short legs and can't keep up with running humans, the cameraman, who had created some distance, shouted to the man.
The man, who had been carefully lowering the backpack from his shoulders while glaring at the goblins, turned his head slightly toward the cameraman and answered:

"I need to stay here. So others won't die."

At the man's answer, the girl, whose interest had faded, turned off the TV.
But even after that day, she continued to see that man on TV.

"Why doesn't he die?"

The girl wondered.

"He has more scars now."

She muttered, observing how the man's facial scars increased each time she saw him.
The middle school girl became a high school student and then an adult who awakened the Compression ability and became a Hunter.

"He's still not dead."

The man she had seen many times.
Each time, she quietly muttered to herself as she watched him sincerely saving people.
No, the girl who had now become a woman suddenly became curious.
She didn't know why the man was doing such crazy things.
But what if that sincerity could make her love him?

Thump-thump.

The moment she thought that, her calm heart began to stir, faintly but surely.

Ch.52 - Let's Stream Together. (1)
There's an illustration here. I'd appreciate if you viewed it in dark mode.

A few days ago, he started whispering that he loved her.
But still anxious because he hadn't properly conveyed his feelings, her heart swelled almost to bursting when he called saying he wanted to see her.

*I want to see you. I want to see you. I want to see you.*

Those simple words snapped her rational mind.
She turned toward where he lived, bent her knees, and launched forward with all her might.

BOOM!

Her office exploded behind her, but she paid no attention as she fell rapidly from the high-rise building and landed on the ground.

THUD!

Just before hitting the ground, she compressed the air beneath her feet, and the moment she touched down, she released the compressed air, propelling herself forward with explosive speed.
Arriving at his home in an instant, she approached him as he stared at her blankly.

"Did you want to see me?"

His eyes, wide with surprise, soon curved into crescent moons as he smiled.

"Desperately..."
"You shouldn't go crazy..."

Enchanted by him, she moved closer and wrapped her arms around his neck.

"Ahjussi."
"...Yes."
"Did you hear what I said earlier?"
"I did."

With fluttering emotions, she asked:

"What do you think?"
"It's burdensome."
"Burden...some?"
"It's burdensome, but I like it. Because I know your true feelings. So I'll love you enough to be a burden to you too."

Smooch.

Unable to contain her overflowing heart, she kissed him.

"I'll love you for a lifetime."
"I'll cherish you forever."

They reaffirmed their love for each other once more.


* * *


At Cha Ah-Ram's request to be carried like a princess, he lifted her up and entered the house.

"...How long has that old man been here?"

Her bright smile froze as she pointed at Kim Se-Bong sleeping on the sofa.

"Not long."
"Send him back."
"Ah-Ram."
"Do you know why that old man came here? To use you..."
"I know."
"...You know?"
"He told me as soon as he arrived..."

Cha Ah-Ram looked at Kim Se-Bong with a troubled expression and shook her head.

"That's surprising."
"What is?"
"That old man is more obsessive than I thought."
"...You're not really one to talk?"

He'd never seen a woman as obsessive as her.

"Ahem..."

Seemingly aware of this, she cleared her throat.

"Do you know why that old man, who's only been hunting Scavengers and vagrants or clearing dungeons until now, suddenly listened to the government?"
"I don't know about that?"
"Well, it's because that old man's son..."
"...Vice Guild Master."

Awakened from sleep by our conversation, Kim Se-Bong opened his eyes narrowly and called to her.

"Am I not supposed to tell?"

With her face buried in his neck but eyes fixed on Kim Se-Bong, she spoke mockingly.
Despite loving her, he found her irritating and pinched her cheek.

"Stop it."
"Tch..."

Though she complained, she stopped taunting and kept her face buried in his neck, continuously inhaling his scent.

"I'll tell you..."
"No."
"...When you want to hear it, just ask and I'll tell you."

Kim Se-Bong's sad eyes.
Glimpsing the painful past he wanted to hide, he shook his head.

"Ahjussi, stop talking with that old man and let's go to the room."

Thinking that Kim Se-Bong still seemed tired, he agreed it was best to go to the room.

"Then rest well."
"You two make a good pair. I hope your love remains unchanged."

As he walked past him toward the room, he heard Kim Se-Bong's faint voice behind him.

Click.

Entering the room and closing the door, he carefully sat her down on the bed.

"At least he has good eyes..."

Apparently pleased with Kim Se-Bong's comment, she muttered to herself before suddenly lying down on the bed and starting to unbutton her shirt.

"...What are you doing?"
"Don't you feel it, Ahjussi?"
"Feel what?"

She spread her arms toward him.

"Now. Right now. If not now, there won't be any discount."

She tempted him with a seductive gaze.

"I have to stream."
"Again! Streaming. But you said you wanted to see me earlier!"

At the mention of streaming, she sat up like a roly-poly toy and protested.

"Ah-Ram, I have a confession to make."
"If you promise not to turn on the stream, I'll forgive anything."
"I know you."
"...What?"

Thinking he was about to admit some wrongdoing, she offered forgiveness, but his next words made her tilt her head in confusion.

"What do you know?"
"You... watch my streams."
"....."

Originally, he wanted to keep it hidden.
At first, he hid it because he wanted independence from her.
Thinking her expressions of love were just a whim, he planned to pretend not to know until the end to protect his colleagues.
That feeling gradually changed, and at some point, he became completely absorbed in teasing her.
But... that's all over now.

"You're 'LovingYouth,' right?"
"...N-no, I'm not?"
"Don't deny it."

He embraced her as she panicked.

"Thank you for being my first viewer."
"....."

Her slight trembling subsided.

"How did you know?"
"When I clicked on 'DeathAvoider,' I saw the Cheonmun Guild Secretary's profile."
"Park. Sec. Re. Tary...!"

As she gritted her teeth calling Park Secretary's name, he stroked her hair.

"Still, I was surprised at first. That 'LovingYouth' was you."
"...I wanted to keep it secret."
"I wanted to keep it secret too, that you were 'LovingYouth.'"

Now that she had become a part of him—no, his everything—he wanted to share everything with her.
So... he would no longer distance himself from her because of streaming.

"...Huh?"

After staying still under his stroking hand, she seemed to realize something and looked up at him with a glare.

"What's wrong?"
"How long have you known I use the 'LovingYouth' nickname?"
"For quite a while? Was it day 5 of streaming? Or day 6?"
"Ha..."

With an incredulous expression, she sighed.

"So you knew it was me and still played that love sim game?"
"...Huh?"
"Wow, I didn't think you were like that, Ahjussi. How could you do that?"

Wait, wait a minute?
He just mentioned knowing she was the viewer 'LovingYouth' because he wanted to be with her, but the conversation was taking a strange turn.

Tap.

She pushed away his hand that was stroking her hair, backed away from his embrace, and glared at him with sharp eyes.

"Even though I expressed how much I liked you, you still played that love sim, right?"
"Ah, Ah-Ram? That's not what I—"
"Do you like young girls that much?"
"Huh? What young girls? Besides, you're already young from my perspective?"
"Anyway! You chose a woman younger than me!"
"....."

Ah-Ram, now emotional, began to cry.

"I, I liked you so much that I said I love you, I love you, countless times, expressed it, acted on it, but you were just enjoying it? That's too much... *sob*..."
"I'm, I'm sorry. I'm sorry, so please don't cry..."

He still didn't think playing a love sim game was such a great sin, but since she was crying, he felt like a terrible criminal and apologized profusely.

"...Are you really sorry?"

Her tears stopped naturally when he apologized in panic, and she asked in a low voice, making him feel like he'd been tricked. But it was too late to take it back.
He nodded.

"I'm really sorry."
"Then grant my wish."
"No having babies."

When he immediately answered, anticipating what she might say, she pouted and poked his stomach with her finger.

"Are you really sorry?"
"I said I'm sorry, didn't I?"

Just as she approached him with a brazen attitude, he responded glibly.

"So I'm a caught fish now, is that it?"
"Even caught fish need to be taken care of, you know?"
"Wow, are you really a man? How can you be so shameless?! I think I misjudged you!"
"What can I do? You fell for a man like this... Well, should I offer you a refund?"
"....."

Her head drooped as she listened.

"Kk....."

She seemed to be trying to hold back laughter, but it leaked out slightly.

"Ahjussi."

After covering her mouth with her hand and keeping her head down for a while, she seemed to have calmed down and called him.

"What? Want a refund?"
"If I get a refund, do you have somewhere else to go?"
"Plenty."
"What did you say!"

BOOM~!

This time genuinely angry, she lunged at him, and they collapsed together onto the bed.

"Who is it! Tell me right now."

She switched from formal to informal speech as she pressed him.

"Baek Seol..."
"AH!!!"

He covered her mouth with his hand as she screamed in fury.

"I'm kidding. How could I go anywhere else when I have you?"
"...Really?"

Only then did she return to formal speech, looking at him with suspicious eyes.

"Really."
"For a joke, it sounded pretty sincere..."
"Who else would accept me if not you?"
"That's true."
"...Huh? Say that again."

Did he just hear something hurtful?

"Sigh... This won't do."
"What won't?"
"I need to get rid of that handsome face first so Ahjussi can't go anywhere else."

She curled her fingers and pretended to scratch him.

"I was never good-looking to begin with, so don't worry. It's just that the elixir you gave me changed me like this..."

Elixir. Elixir... Elixir?

"By the way, when will that elixir you gave me be released?"

Since his colleagues had asked to be notified when the elixir would be available, he decided to ask while on the subject.

"Elixir?"

With an awkward smile, she lay on top of him, hiding her face.

"Aren't you going to release it?"
"Well..."

She whispered softly in his ear.

"Actually, that wasn't an elixir, it was an Elixir."
"......"
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Ch.53 - Let's Stream Together. (2)
"What did you just feed me?"

"Ah, to be precise, I didn't feed it to you. I applied it."
"...Applied what?"
"Elixir."
"....."

Her sudden confession stops my thoughts.

"Are you angry?"

When she carefully asks while looking at my face, I finally come to my senses and hastily shake my head.

"Why would I be angry? I was just shocked that you gave me an Elixir."

The legendary medicine said to revive even the dead.
Even Baek Seol-Ah, whose healing abilities are considered close to an Elixir's effects, can regenerate wounds but cannot revive the dead or make aged cells young again.

"But really?"
"Yes, I carefully applied it all over your body and put the rest in your mouth."
"...Wait? Applied?"
"I just told you. I applied it to your body."
"...Personally?"
"Since I'm the only one allowed to touch your body, of course I applied it myself."

I look at her with disbelief as she scolds me.

"...When did you apply it?"
"I don't remember that either."
"Then what was that medicine you gave me before?"
"That? It was an aphrodisiac."
"An aphrodisiac?"

If I can't remember when she applied the Elixir to my body and made me drink the rest, when could it have been?
As grateful as I am for her love, at this moment, she terrifies me.

"I told you I'd take care of everything, just bring your body."

I click my tongue at her nonchalance, treating the legendary Elixir like a common supplement.
I should thank her, right?
After all, she gave me that precious Elixir that's said to be extremely rare worldwide.

"Ah-Ram, thank you."

I express my gratitude for giving me an Elixir that even S-rank Hunters, presidents, or billionaires can't easily use.

"You always just say thank you with words. Show me with actions."
"...Huh?"
"I didn't give you the Elixir for free. Since I gave you an Elixir, pay me back accordingly."
"...Payment?"

Despite her brazen demand after giving it to me without my consent...
But knowing how precious an Elixir is, I can't protest and carefully ask:

"What should I give you..."
"You."
"Huh?"
"I want you. Marry me. I'll take good care of you."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram will never change until she dies.
Her behavior puts me at ease, and I can't help but smile.

"Why are you laughing? Is that a yes?"
"No."
"Then what?"
"Just..."

When I hug her, the fragrant rose scent seeps into my body.

"I like you so much."
"Me too."

Her eyes close and a smile appears on her face.

"So where should we have our wedding? A wedding hall? Or a villa? Tell me anywhere you want."
"...Let's not get ahead of ourselves."

Marriage? Of course I want to, I love her so much my heart overflows.
But there's a reason I can't right now, so I stop her.

"Sa-Ha?"
"...Eun-Ha."

When I ask playfully, she laughs and responds.

"Sa-Cheong-nim."
"Yes?"
"Would you like to do a 'hapbang' with me?"
"...Hapbang?"

At the word "hapbang," she rolls her eyes thoughtfully, then quickly nods.

"Hapbang sounds good."
"Then today on the broadcast..."
"...Broadcast?"

She points to the bed with a confused expression.

"Not on the bed but on a chair? And live? ...Well, if that's what my retired Hunter wants, I should accommodate."
"Ah, no, that's not what I meant..."
"Come on, turn on the broadcast quickly."

I kiss her forehead as she teases me.

"Princess."
"...P-Princess?"

Her face turns red and she avoids my gaze.

"What did my princess eat to grow up so beautiful?"

Knowing her weakness, I shower her with compliments to make her shy.

"....."

As expected, her confident demeanor disappears, transforming into a shy woman.

"Would you like to broadcast with me, Princess?"
"...Yes."

I stroke her head as she nods shyly, relieving my accumulated fatigue.


* * *


We spent a pleasant time talking together in the small room until it was time to start the broadcast.
When noon came, I got up from the bed and spoke to Cha Ah-Ram sitting beside me.

"Aren't you hungry?"
"I am."
"Let's eat first then."

I help her up by taking her outstretched hand, and when we go to the living room, we see Kim Se-Bong sitting upright.

"How are you feeling?"
"Much better."

He smiles at me, his previously pale complexion having returned to normal.
After seating Cha Ah-Ram in a chair, I go to the kitchen and ask Kim Se-Bong if there's anything he wants to eat.

"Is there anything you'd like to eat?"
"Something I want to eat... Kuhehe."
"What is it?"

Kim Se-Bong bursts into laughter and points at Cha Ah-Ram.

"If I speak carelessly, my daughter-in-law might kill me."
"Why would I be your daughter-in-law! Don't joke around with that loose mouth of yours."
"Ah-Ram."
"Since you're an S-rank with a body that can go without food for long periods, old man, I'll just make you some ramen."

Despite my intervention, she expresses her opinion and puffs her cheeks.

"Ah-Ram."

When I call her again.

"Tch... Consider yourself lucky, old man."
"Oh my... I'm moved to tears that my daughter-in-law acknowledges me."
"Don't call me daughter-in-law!"
"Alright. Then I'll call you Vice Guild Master again for now."
"Hmph."

Watching their banter, I shake my head.

"What would you like to eat?"
"Just some hot soup would be nice."
Hot soup?

Whatever happened, if S-rank Kim Se-Bong with his physical abilities came here tired, I figure something difficult must have happened, so I think of dried pollack soup.

"How about dried pollack soup?"
"That would be good."
"I want an omelette rice filled with your love."
"Omelette rice?"

I ask again at Cha Ah-Ram's sudden request for omelette rice.

"Draw a heart shape with ketchup on the egg and write 'I love you, Ah-Ram' inside it."
"....."

My face flushes at her specific request, and I quickly turn toward the kitchen.

"You two really are a perfect match."
"You..."
"What's wrong?"
"N-nothing. Anyway, old man! Since I've allowed you to stay in this house, I won't say anything more, but I'd appreciate it if you didn't interfere with our time together."
"I won't interfere. But when are you planning to have children?"
"Children? I think he might be impotent. That's why I'm upset."

Impotent?
I'm perfectly fine!

"Oh my, should I dig up some wild ginseng for my son?"
"Do you know where wild ginseng grows?"
"I've noted a few places."
"How much? How much would it cost?"
"It doesn't feel right to exchange money between us... I'll just tell you as payment for staying here."
"Do you have to tell him? We need to feed our man all the good stuff."

Eavesdropping on her conversation with Kim Se-Bong, who she was glaring at just minutes ago.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"

I call her to say what I've been holding back.

"I'm not impotent."
"You are impotent."
"Hmm... Unlike your appearance, you're quite lacking in that department..."
"That's not true, okay? Didn't I tell you not to cross the line?"
"I don't know which tune to dance to. Anyway, how long are you going to call him 'Ahjussi'?"

Thud.
I stop taking ingredients out of the refrigerator and listen carefully.

"Why? Is it strange?"
"It's a bit odd for lovers to call each other 'Ahjussi.' Usually, people use terms like 'darling' or 'honey,' or pet names they like, don't they?"
"Hmm... pet names?"

Honestly, I've been feeling uncomfortable with her constantly calling me "Ahjussi," like I'm some kind of creep.

"I'll just keep calling him Ahjussi."
"May I ask why?"
"Because the word 'Ahjussi' is special to me..."

Special.
I repeat her words in my mind.

"Special...? Well, 'Ahjussi' could be considered a pet name too. Then what does the Vice Guild Master get called?"
"Me...? Nothing."
"Nothing? Hmm..."

Kim Se-Bong's trailing voice makes my chest sting like a needle.

"Ahem....."
"Ahjussi! Give me a pet name too."

When I clear my throat, she calls me and asks me to give her a pet name.

"If I just call you Ah-Ram without a pet name..."
"No! Then I'll call you Young-Seok-ssi."

Young-Seok-ssi? I hate that even more than "Ahjussi."

"I-I'll give you one later..."
"Now."

She gets up from her chair and comes to my side, urging me to give her one now.

"Hurry up."

A pet name...
Actually, I've had something in mind all along.
The reason I only thought about it was because it was too embarrassing to say out loud...

"...Saeksi."
"What? I couldn't hear you because it was too quiet, please say it again."

As if she couldn't hear.
Her mouth is already splitting into a grin.

"Sigh..."

I take a deep breath and open my mouth to her.

"S-Saeksi." [Bride/Honey]
"Kyaaaaa! This is it. This is it!"

She wraps her arms around my neck and kisses all over my face.

"S-stop..."

I quickly stop her when I see my face in the mirror on the refrigerator covered in kiss marks.

"Say it again."
"I already said it."
"I'll say mine too. Ahjussi~♥"
"That's unfair! 'Ahjussi' is an ordinary word!"
"'Saeksi' is an ordinary word too! Hurry!"
"Sigh....."

Seeing her beaming expression as she waits for me to speak, I finally resign myself.

"They say you lose when you're in love..."

Unlike before, I feel her every little action affecting me deeply.

"Saeksi. Let's eat, so go sit in the chair."
"Kyaaaah~ I love it so much. What should I do?"

She removes her arms and puts her palms on her cheeks, twisting her body.

"Ahem...!"
"Ahjussi. Again. Do it again."
"Ahem...!"
"Old man! If you don't want to smell incense from behind a folding screen, shut up."

She yells at Kim Se-Bong who keeps clearing his throat.

"I'll say it more later, so sit down for now. Okay?"
"...Promise! Promise?"

With an expression of having everything she wants, she obediently goes to sit in the chair.

Ch.54 - Let's Stream Together. (3)
After having a simple lunch, I watched Kim Se-Bong as he steeped a green tea bag in warm water.

"What is it?" he asked, noticing my gaze and setting down his cup.

"How long do you plan to stay?"

"I don't know myself."

He pointed his finger toward the ceiling.

"I'll probably be here until the Blue House tells me to leave."

"Should we get rid of him?" Cha Ah-Ram muttered, her eyes flashing as she listened.

"Didn't we agree not to do that?"

"...Yes." She nodded reluctantly with a dissatisfied expression.

"You can't stay in the living room forever. Let's make a simple space for you."

"That's not necessary..."

"It's uncomfortable for me."

Having a guest sleep in the living room is one thing, but seeing Kim Se-Bong every time I walk through is too burdensome. I believe a home should be a place to relax, not somewhere you have to be mindful of others.

"If it's uncomfortable, then I suppose we must."

He nodded and asked, "Can I use that clothing room I saw before?"

As I was debating whether it would be easier to move the luxury items or the clothes...

"Why are you trying to move things, Ahjussi? I'll call some guild members."

Cha Ah-Ram told me not to move anything and quickly pulled out her phone, sending a message before I could even speak.

"They'll be here soon."

"I've been wondering—aren't you making your guild members hate you?"

If I wasn't mistaken, one of the workers who came to reassemble the house under the guise of repairs was definitely Lee Se-Jin, an S-rank Hunter with gravity abilities. If she's ordering around S-ranks like that, I'm concerned about how she treats her regular guild members.

"It's fine," she said with a shrug. "I make sure to compensate them properly."

"Well, you probably handle people better than I do. Just remember that building trust requires more than just money."

"I understand. But Ahjussi?"

"Yes?"

She looked at me with an expectant expression.

"What about my pet name?"

I initially called her "Bride," but soon after, Kim Se-Bong said it was too old-fashioned, so we decided to speak differently. Though she didn't express it, she really liked it and was hurt...

"D-Darling."

"Yes, Honey~"

"H-Honey? I thought you were going to call me Ahjussi!"

"Ahjussi naturally evolves into Honey."

She crossed her arms smugly and smiled brightly.

I really... can't win against her.
The more I love her, the more I find none of her actions disagreeable.

"Still, tell the guild members not to come."

"Why go through the trouble of doing it yourself?"

"Physical activity keeps the mind healthy."

Lately, I've been feeling rusty. As a Hunter who regularly entered dungeons, I used to maintain sharp instincts, but not anymore. Especially since she came into my life, she handles everything behind the scenes, leaving me with nothing to do except morning training and field work.

Even those activities have become lazy as I focus all my attention on her.

*I can't let myself become idle.*

Love is love. Life is life.
To return to my diligent self, I tell her not to call anyone.

"...Alright."

Knowing my personality well, she nodded and began sending another message.

"Let's go clear things out now."

I got up from my seat and spoke to Kim Se-Bong.

* * *

After moving all the luxury items to the clothing room, the once-gleaming room became completely empty.

"We'll need to buy a bed."

"Could you move the sofa instead of a bed?"

"The sofa?"

"I find the sofa more comfortable than a bed."

Ah, wasn't that sofa expensive?

"Ahjussi, absolutely not!"

"Why?"

She immediately protested.

"That's my sofa! And there are only five of them in the entire world. How dare an old man try to take it!"

She glared at Kim Se-Bong, gasping in disbelief.

"Heh heh..."

I knew it was expensive, but I just learned there are only five in the world.

"But it's not right to keep it only in the living room."

"But..."

"...Darling. Listen to me?"

"Yes!"

When I softly called her pet name, she immediately nodded.

Kim Se-Bong, who had been watching us with strange eyes, sighed.

"I'll move the sofa myself, so you two enjoy your time together."

He said this and left the room.

"Should we do a collab today?"

"R-right now? It's a bit embarrassing during the day."

"Not that kind of collab! I meant streaming together."

I emphasized, thinking she deliberately misunderstood.

"I knew that. Hmph..." She said, rubbing her stomach with her palm.

"...What are you doing?"

Something about her action sent a chill down my spine.

"I think I ate too much lunch. Hehe..."

"...I see?"

I regretted my momentary strange thoughts.

"So, we're doing a collab today, right?"

"Yes."

We left the room together and entered mine.

"By the way, Ahjussi."

"Yes?"

"Shouldn't you change your bed soon? How long will you sleep on the floor?"

That sounded like she was suggesting we sleep together. Well, we've already been sleeping together anyway.

"Should I?"

"Yes, should I bring the bed I've been using?"

"Is it very big?"

"Just slightly bigger than this one."

"Then that should be fine."

My room is the same small size compared to the other rooms and the living room. I was worried the bed might not fit if it was too large, but since it's only slightly bigger, I felt relieved.

"So, Master. Are you ready to stream?"

I asked as I pressed the computer's power button.

"Of course."

She smiled brightly and checked her appearance. As the computer screen turned on, I prepared the streaming settings.

"Ah, let me ask you something while I remember."

"What is it?"

"You blocked viewers from coming to my stream, didn't you?"

"...I don't know what you're talking about."

"Why are you turning your head away?"

When she quickly avoided my gaze, I teased her.

"...I really don't know, so please don't ask."

She answered curtly, unlike her usual kind self.

"Tsk."

I gave her a light tap on the head.

"You thought I wouldn't notice?"

"....."

"I've had my suspicions."

"...Since when?"

"When I did collabs with the kids? Strangely, usually only you would come, but that day a lot of people suddenly showed up. That's when I figured it out."

"Was it that obvious?"

"You're a terrible actor."

"....."

With a sad face.

"Hiing..."

"That's acting too."

"Hehe..."

When I called it acting, she immediately smiled and hugged me tightly.

"Does this feel like acting too?"

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Her heartbeat transmitted to my body.

"...No."

"Ding dong deng. The prize is my kiss."

"...Let's kiss after the stream ends."

I held back her advances—she demanded kisses daily as if she'd died in her previous life without ever having kissed.

"Shall we start the stream then?"

Seeing it was about streaming time, I pressed the start button.

"Hello~ Welcome to all viewers who've come to the Retired Hunter Neotube broadcast."

"You changed your intro?"

"Shh. We're recording."

"Oh, really? Hello everyone! I'm Cha Ah-Ram, the Retired Hunter's wife. I'm also the manager who uses the nickname 'Loving Youth' on streams. Please take care of me."

Smooch.

As she introduced herself with a kiss...

[User "Pouty" has entered.]
[User "Don't Want to Die" has entered.]
[User "White Snow" has entered.]

Three viewers rushed in.

*Pouty is that student from before, and Don't Want to Die is...*

Her chief of staff. The reason he came in was probably because of her.

"Welcome."

But who is White Snow?
White Snow. White Snow...
No matter how much I think about it, I've never seen this nickname before.

-Don't Want to Die: ...?

Park Secretary expressed confusion as soon as he entered.

"Hey, be the manager."

Seeing Park Secretary's chat, she coldly told him to be the manager and placed her hand over mine on the mouse, giving him manager privileges.

-Don't Want to Die: Agassi... that work...

"Do you want to die?"

-Don't Want to Die: No. I'll have everything done before you come in tomorrow.

"Don't be so harsh..."

Feeling sorry for Park Secretary, I tried to stop her.

"Do you know how much Park Secretary gets paid?"

"How much?"

She whispered something quietly in my ear.

"...He can be worked hard."

-Don't Want to Die: Y-Young Master!

Ignoring his cry...

"Pouty, it's been a while."

Having taken a two-day break from streaming, I greeted her warmly.

-Pouty: Is this a collaboration?

"Yes, I couldn't think of any content, so I called Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram."

"Are you using me?"

"Don't you like it?"

"No! Would you like to use my body too?"

"That's not what I meant."

I pushed her forehead with my finger as she suddenly accelerated.

"White Snow viewer, nice to meet you too."

-White Snow: Hello, Oppa.

Grind.

As soon as White Snow's chat appeared, the sound of teeth grinding could be heard.

"...Oppa? Who are you?"

-White Snow: You let her call you Ahjussi, so why can't I call you Oppa? It's unfair, so I'm going to call you Oppa too.

"....."

White Snow. A familiar nickname...
The only person who speaks informally to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Baek Seol-Ah... Didn't I tell you? Don't cross the line? Before I twist your neck right now, be quiet."

-White Snow: I don't want to. What's wrong with calling Oppa 'Oppa'? I really don't understand.

"Goodbye."

[User "White Snow" has been kicked.]

She clicked on Baek Seol-Ah's nickname White Snow and kicked her out.

With the number of viewers reduced from three to two, the chat atmosphere became awkward.

"...You."

"I absolutely cannot yield on this."

She spoke firmly to me.

"I wasn't going to say anything. You did well, actually."

"...I did well?"

"Of course~ You're more important to me. So whenever something hurts you, I'll always take your side."

"...I love you."

"Me too."

After gazing at each other affectionately, we realized we were still streaming. Fortunately, we hadn't bought a camera yet, so our actions weren't visible.

"Ahem... Today's broadcast will be a lecture about Hunters."

As I cleared my throat and began the introduction...

-Pouty: Do you remember saying you'd meet me before?

"...What?"

Though I couldn't see the expression of the woman sitting next to me, I swallowed hard and asked again.

-Pouty: Retired Hunter, you know that when I turn nineteen, I can designate an active Hunter for education, right?

"Y-yes, I know that."

-Pouty: Could I possibly designate you, Retired Hunter?

"Do you want to die?"

Hearing Cha Ah-Ram speak in a murderous voice, I tightly closed both eyes.


https://img.novelpia.com/imagebox/ff/ff3e8918de420e6d8804e8dd1487c91f_1342089.png


Ch.55 - Don't Look At Other Women (1)
The broadcast falls silent after the viewer Ppyoru-ttae's comment.
The woman who had asked if I wanted to die calls me with a cold gaze.

"Ahjussi."
"...Will you listen to my explanation first?"

I try to make excuses, but.

"No, she's just the problem."
"Please listen to me, okay?"
"What did you mean about meeting someone?"
"....."

My mind goes blank as she asks the very question I wanted to avoid.
I pride myself on knowing her personality better than anyone now.

The embodiment of obsession.

She was so extreme that when we were being guided at the department store, she had the female employee replaced with a male one because she absolutely hated anything taking my attention away.

"Darling. I really don't care about her, so don't worry."

My fingers tremble and I cringe inside, but I hold her hand firmly to calm her down.

"...Really?"
"Of course, I told you earlier. I only have you."
"Then cancel the appointment."
"....."

Cancel the appointment?
I remember the chat message thanking me for keeping my promise.

"That's impossible."
"Why? Why is it impossible? You can just cancel it."
"Promises exist to be kept, not casually broken."

Even though it was through a whisper, it's still a promise to me.

"...What about your promise to me? I don't want to get hurt."

I'm at a loss, unable to go one way or the other.

-Ppyoru-ttae: Retired Hunter! It's okay if you cancel the promise.

I notice a chat message appearing.
Unlike someone else, she's showing maturity.
To escape this situation, I break a promise for the second time in my life.

"Since Ppyoru-ttae says it's okay to cancel, I won't meet her. Happy now?"
"From now on, please tell me when you're meeting someone. Okay? Please? I might go crazy otherwise."

Madness flows from her eyes.

"I'll try my best."

Though I see the madness, I don't give a definite answer.

"Not 'try my best' but 'absolutely'!"

She doesn't back down easily and stares at me, saying nothing for a while.

"What about men?"

Finally blinking, I declare my defeat.

"When Ahjussi talks to women or makes eye contact with them, my head spins and my heart feels like it's being torn apart. But men are fine, so just tell me when you're meeting women."
"...Alright. I'll definitely tell you whenever I meet a woman."
"Promise?"

She holds out her pinky finger, asking me to promise.
I link my pinky with hers to make the promise, and only then does she breathe a sigh of relief.

-Ppyoru-ttae: I'm sorry for causing you trouble.

Though she's not on camera, Ppyoru-ttae, who heard our conversation, apologizes to me.
I don't answer and just look at her.

"The... broadcast is fine."

Seeming to realize that preventing me from talking to viewers isn't right, she speaks to me through gritted teeth.

"It's not because of Ppyoru-ttae, so don't worry. It's because our Ah-Ram is too intense."

Realizing how much time has passed during our argument, I decide to proceed with today's content.

"Today I'm going to lecture about surviving in dungeons."

[Baek Seol-Ah has entered]

Just as I say my first words and press the record button, Baek Seol-Ah, who was kicked out earlier, enters with a new ID.

-Baek Seol-Ah: Vice Guild Master? Why did you kick me out?
"Do you want to leave? Or should I kick you out again?"
-Baek Seol-Ah: Are you afraid of losing your Oppa?

Unlike her informal speech earlier, she uses formal speech now, deliberately irritating Cha Ah-Ram.

"Lose Ahjussi? That's ridiculous."

She speaks coldly and starts to text someone, so I quickly grab her wrist.

"Ah-Ram?"
"What?"
"Why are you holding your phone?"
"I just want to send a text."

Worried she might cause a real incident:

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah?"
-Baek Seol-Ah: Yes?
"I'd appreciate if you didn't irritate my partner."

I draw a line with Baek Seol-Ah and take care of Cha Ah-Ram.

-Baek Seol-Ah: I'm sorry...
"Hmph."

Cha Ah-Ram glares at the chat window and snorts.

"She apologized, so stop being angry and let's continue the broadcast. Okay?"
"...Fine."

After finally calming her down, I start the broadcast.

"...... So dungeons with poisonous monsters are much more dangerous than other dungeons."
-Ppyoru-ttae: Is it still dangerous if you bring antidotes?
"Yes, it's still dangerous. Antidotes themselves have side effects and only remove the poison already in your system. If more poison enters your body, you have to drink more antidotes."

Antidotes aren't cheap on the market, but most hunters, with few exceptions, can easily afford several bottles.
However, they're not continuous but one-time use, so if you get poisoned again, you need to drink another one.

-Ppyoru-ttae: Then how can we reduce the risk and eliminate poisonous monsters?
"There's no way to reduce the risk."
-Ppyoru-ttae: What?
-Baek Seol-Ah: In other words, it's dangerous unless you bring a healer.

Baek Seol-Ah, who hadn't been chatting since I drew the line, finally writes something.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah's chat is correct. Specifically, you need a healer who's proficient in all types of injuries, not just one specialized in physical wounds."

There are many hunters in the world with duplicate abilities.
But even abilities that seem similar can have subtle differences.
A prime example is Baek Seol-Ah who's chatting now.
She's said to be the only one in the world with regeneration ability, but that doesn't mean she can't use healing abilities.

-Ppyoru-ttae: You mean an all-rounder?
"Yes."

I answer Ppyoru-ttae who uses dungeon terminology.

-Ppyoru-ttae: Then advance teams absolutely need healers?

Advance team.
Those who explore unopened dungeons first are called advance teams.

"Yes, they absolutely need them. Exploring an unopened dungeon without a healer carries a huge risk."
"Listen. If you have overwhelming power, you don't need such things."

Cha Ah-Ram, who's been holding my hand tightly and watching the chat with wide eyes in case strange messages appear, speaks to Ppyoru-ttae.
I give a bitter smile at her words.

"Ah-Ram is right. If you have overwhelming power, you don't need an exploration team."
-Ppyoru-ttae: Overwhelming power...
-Baek Seol-Ah: You should pretend you didn't hear that. There are very few people with overwhelming power.

Those who can clear an unopened SS-rank dungeon alone are rare in this world.
Or rather, officially, Cha Ah-Ram is the only one.

-Ppyoru-ttae: Did Retired Hunter's party have a healer too?
"Of course."

Two with physical abilities.
One healer.
One with ranged abilities.
One porter.

This is the standard dungeon party ratio.
If the headcount increases dramatically, they exclude hunters with physical abilities and add more healers.

"Anyway, the importance of healers is extremely significant."

Without their abilities, the number of hunters dying daily would more than double.

"Next, let me introduce hunters with physical abilities..."

Just as I was about to change the subject to physical ability hunters.
Cha Ah-Ram, beside me, pokes my side and points at the clock.

[15:03]

"When I asked you to stream longer, you refused and ended exactly on time."

She puffs her cheeks, urging me to end the broadcast quickly.

"We wasted a lot of time earlier."

[Viewers: 8]

I can see new viewers who joined during the lecture.

"You wasted a whole day on that Love Sim too."

That damn Love Sim.
Playing it was such a sin.
Full of regret:

"Alright. Viewers, it's time for me to end the stream. Unfortunately, today's lecture ends here."
-Ppyoru-ttae: Will you stream at 2 PM tomorrow too?
"Yes, unless something comes up, I definitely will."
-Ppyoru-ttae: Thank you. Thank you so much for today's lecture.

She really was raised well.
How does she choose such nice words...

Poke.

Cha Ah-Ram, looking at me with dissatisfied eyes, pokes my cheek.

"Okay."

I quickly nod and am about to end the stream when:

-Baek Seol-Ah: Oppa, you really worked hard. See you next time.
"Please just go away."

Click.

Despite having no camera, she raises her middle finger to the chat window and immediately turns off the broadcast.

"Ahjussi."

And Cha Ah-Ram climbs onto my lap.

"...It's troublesome that Ahjussi is so popular."
"How am I popular... She's probably just being friendly because we have history."
"...Being friendly? Are you talking about me too?"
"....."

That's right.
She also said she's known me for six years.

"I'm so anxious."
"I told you I only have you?"
"Words like that can't ease my burden."
"Then what can I do for you?"

As I try to comfort her:

"Hmm... let's go on a date first."
"A date? Where?"
"In the backyard."
"The backyard? Why there?"
"I want to tend the garden with Ahjussi."

It's sudden that she wants to tend the garden together, but I'm fine with it, so I nod.

"Let's go then."

I casually agree.
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Ch.56 - Don't Look At Other Women (2)
I first changed into comfortable clothes and handed my tracksuit to Cha Ah-Ram, who was standing there blankly.

"I'll go out first, so change and come out."

I turned around and left the room.

"Where are you going?"
"I'm going to work in the field."
"Really? Then let me help..."
"No need."

I quickly stopped Kim Se-Bong as he was about to get up from his chair.

"Don't you need an extra hand... oh."

Reading my expression, Kim Se-Bong hit his own head.

"I'm getting less perceptive with age. Is this a date?"
"Yes, I'm planning to tend the garden with Ah-Ram."

Though I didn't show it, his timing for interrupting was getting annoying, so I flat-out told him not to come.

"The Cheonmun Vice Guild Master cultivating life."

He muttered seriously while looking me over.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"You're... very fortunate. You must have saved a country in your past life."
"I'm not that lucky..."
"Not you. The Vice Guild Master."
"What? You mean Ah-Ram, not me?"

He smiled and shook his head.

"Without good karma from a past life, she couldn't have met you."
"You're exaggerating. If anything, I'm the lucky one."

Comparing everything, I'm the fortunate one to have met her.

"Don't judge everything in material terms."

He walked over and placed his hand on my shoulder.

"The Vice Guild Master has found her center and stability through you."

He made a bitter expression.

"What do you mean?"
"The Vice Guild Master was like a ticking bomb. Living in a monotonous daily life tinted with darkness, not seeing the world as we do."

His eyes filled with regret.

"A pitiful being who had everything yet knew no emotions. That was the essence of your lover, Cha Ah-Ram. But after meeting you, she gained rich emotions. The fact that she's going out to the garden with you now shows how much she's changed. So..."
"Old man. Stop spouting nonsense to him and go to your room."

She had changed into the clothes I gave her...?

"Ah, Ah-Ram! What are you wearing?"
"Comfortable clothes."

Perky bunny ears.
A tight black outfit revealing her chest and bare legs.
An image I'd seen many times on the internet.
What we called a bunny girl.

"How is that comfortable! What about the clothes I gave you?"
"The clothes you gave me? Those..."

She pressed her index fingers together, blushing shyly.

"They have your scent on them, and I was afraid my smell would erase it, so I put them away."
"Heh heh..."

Kim Se-Bong, who had his hand on my shoulder, shook his head and sighed.

"Old man, are you staring? Only this man can see me like this."
"I apologize. Well then, Young-Seok, have a good time."
"Kim Se-Bong Hunter? Hunter?!"

Though I called after him, he hurried to his room with his head down.

"How do I look? Pretty? Does it make your heart race? Don't you feel energized?"

As soon as Kim Se-Bong disappeared, she quickly approached me, firing questions like a machine gun.

"Change your clothes right now."
"Why? Do I look strange?"

She pouted, then suddenly struck a seductive pose and asked me again.

"What if someone sees you!"
"Who else lives here?"
"....."

She wasn't wrong...

"Am I pretty? Just tell me that."
"...You're pretty."

Upon my confession, she threw herself into my arms.

"Really? Then I'll wear this."
"No!"

Absolutely not.
I need to seal away that outfit by any means necessary.

Drip.

"Oh? Your nose is bleeding."

Blood from my nose dripped onto her exposed shoulder.

"Qu-quickly go change back into the clothes I gave you!"

I hastily lifted my head, pinched my nose with my index finger, and ran to the bathroom.

Cha Ah-Ram remained alone in the living room.

"...It worked."

She smiled brightly as she watched him rush into the bathroom.

"So he's a man after all? Hehe."

Her heart swelled with joy seeing him finally react after days of not responding to her advances.

"Miss, all men are beasts. Even monks struggle to maintain their composure when seeing a naked woman, so how could a healthy man resist when seeing you? That's why I recommend provocative clothes rather than your usual pretty ones."

She recalled Park Secretary's advice that had caused the nosebleed.

"I should give him a bonus."

In truth, she had hesitated repeatedly while changing into this outfit.
No matter how much she loved him and was willing to show him everything, wearing such a provocative outfit was something she had never done in her life.
But she endured the embarrassment just to get his attention.

"I'm so happy."

His principled way of living.
His confident demeanor.
His shy expressions.
His happy face.
His sad face.
His frightened look.

His every action and word made her heart race, giving her a sense of being alive.

"I'm truly happy."

With a genuinely happy expression, she made a heart shape with her hands toward the bathroom.

"I love you."

She proclaimed her deep love.


* * *


"Is this a weed too?"
"No, that's not."

Wearing the tracksuit I had given her earlier and a wide-brimmed straw hat to protect her face from the sun, she showed me what she had just pulled out.

"Then what is this?"
"A rose."
"Oh, this is a rose?"

She looked curiously at the rose seedling she had pulled out by the roots.

"Hmm?"
"What now?"

I asked firmly as she looked at me mischievously.

"Did my scent please you that much?"
"Huh?"
"The perfume I wear has a rose scent."
"Th-this was just something I got for free..."
"You don't need to make excuses, I understand."

I felt like I'd be labeled a scent-loving pervert if I didn't explain, but she probably wouldn't listen anyway, so to change the subject:

"L-let's finish up and rest."
"Okay~"

She answered with a smile and stuck close to me as we started pulling weeds.

Thud.

While pulling weeds and throwing small stones behind us:

"Hoo..."

A warm breath on my nape sent shivers down my spine, making me fall sideways.

"I said let's finish quickly..."
"Mister..."

She crawled between my legs, removed the glove from her right hand, and caressed my lips with her smooth fingers.

"...We don't have time..."
"So when are you going to give me a candy kiss?"
"L-let's do that later, okay?"

Hearing my response, she reached into her pocket and pulled something out.

"Ta-da! I thought you might say that, so I brought this."

She pulled out not just any candy, but a large lollipop, with a prim expression.

"Are you going to break your promise?"
"I'll do it a little later, I said."
"No! It's been over an hour since we last kissed."
"If you keep being so forward, people will point fingers at you."
"Then I'll point fingers back."

Seeing the dangerous look in her eyes as she said these risky words, I sighed.

"Fine. I'll do it."

Riiip.

As soon as I agreed, she tore open the candy wrapper and put it in her mouth.
How long would it take for that lollipop to dissolve?

"Mmm~"

With her cheeks bulging from the lollipop, she puckered her lips, asking for a kiss.

Smooch.

As I pressed my lips against hers, her long tongue tickled my lips and entered my mouth.

Slurp.

I tasted sweetness as the lollipop transferred into my mouth through her tongue.

*I could bite it to make it dissolve faster...*

Just as I was about to bite the candy, her tongue slipped between my teeth, preventing me.

Smile.

As if she had anticipated my move, she smiled and waved her finger beside her face.
With no choice, I sucked hard to dissolve it faster, causing her eyes to widen as she grabbed her head with both hands and started sucking just as hard.
We continued passing the candy back and forth for a while until:

Ring ring ring.

A ringtone sounded from her pocket.
When she didn't answer, I reached into her pocket myself and took out her phone.

[Blood Kin]

*Blood Kin?*

The caller ID said "Blood Kin."
As I showed her the phone screen with confusion, her bright smile cracked.

Sip.

She removed her lips from mine.

"Give it to me."

She asked for the phone with suddenly cold eyes.
I carefully handed it to her.

Crack.

The phone shattered in her grip.

"Aren't you going to answer?"
"They're unnecessary people, so don't worry about it. Let's get back to dissolving the candy."

The storm in her eyes turned back into a gentle breeze as she spoke softly, but I couldn't help feeling concerned.

"It said 'Blood Kin'... weren't you an only child?"

Blood Kin.
People connected by blood.
In other words, family. But as far as I knew, she was an only daughter.

"They're the parents who gave birth to me."
"Then you should answer..."
"They're people you don't need to worry about, so there's no need to answer."

For the first time, she snapped at me.

"I'm sorry. I'll go in first."

She stood up from between my legs and walked toward the entrance.

Ch.57 - Adults And Children. (1)
Incheon Airport.
Even though the world had changed, the number of civilians still vastly outnumbered Hunters, so public transportation remained the same.

"We sincerely welcome you back."

Park Secretary bowed to the couple emerging from the gate, while the other secretaries standing behind him took their coats and luggage.

"Where's Cha Ah-Ram?"
"...She didn't come."
"Tsk."

Slap.

Upon hearing she hadn't come, the man clicked his tongue and raised his palm to slap Park Secretary's cheek, but Park Secretary remained motionless.

"Why didn't you stop her from meeting that worthless person?"
"...I apologize."
"I didn't ask for your apology."

As the cold-eyed man raised his palm again, the woman beside him grabbed his wrist.

"Honey, let's calm down first."
"Calm down? My masterpiece is meeting some trash from the streets, and you want me to calm down?"

He roared at her.

"Did you just yell at me?"
"If you hadn't let Cha Ah-Ram loose, this wouldn't have happened."
"Hah... here we go again."

She shook her head and muttered, then:

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, Guild Master."
"Where is Ah-Ram?"
"....."

Park Secretary's body trembled slightly, though his expression hadn't changed even when slapped. When he didn't answer, the woman repeated her question.

"I'll ask again. Where is she?"
"Stay out of this. Park Secretary, call her to Seoul immediately!"

The man pushed his wife aside and shouted at Park Secretary.

"Are you challenging me?"

The woman, who had been speaking calmly, now had veins popping on her forehead as she addressed her husband in a low voice. Finally realizing what he'd done:

"Ahem... that's not what I—"
"Not what? Speak clearly."

Whoosh.

Blue flames suddenly ignited in the woman's hand, causing sweat to trickle down the man's jaw.

"Guild Master."

Seeing the situation escalate, Park Secretary, still bowing, called to the woman.

"Yes, speak."
"Currently, the Vice Guild Master is with the Young Master..."

Bam.

The moment he heard "Young Master," the man's fist flew toward Park Secretary's face, but the woman blocked it easily with her palm.

"You..."
"Did you not hear that bastard call him 'Young Master'?"
"I heard it. So what?"
"...What?"

The man stared at his wife in disbelief.

"Ah-Ram is not your creation."

She warned him with a growl.

"My daughter has the right to choose her own husband. If someone who never even showed interest in anyone is now truly in love, we should support her. She keeps hating you because you keep acting like this."
"She's my daughter too."
"You didn't give birth to her, did you?"

They exchanged glares in a battle of nerves.

"Guild Master, here is the Vice Guild Master's number."

They were in the center of Incheon Airport, where civilians vastly outnumbered Hunters. In the past, they could have destroyed this place without the government saying a word, but things were different now.

Cha Ah-Ram now cared about her image. Under Kim Young-Seok's influence, she was careful with all her actions and hadn't killed anyone since meeting him, controlling her anger. If her parents made a mistake, an irreversible situation could occur.

*She doesn't even consider them parents...*

Given her temperament, there was a possibility—albeit small—that she might kill them. If that happened, she would likely become even more difficult than before meeting Kim Young-Seok. Park Secretary, who quite liked the changes in Cha Ah-Ram's personality, wanted to avoid this, so he gave her mother—who treated her daughter more humanely—Cha Ah-Ram's number.

"...She changed her number again."

After memorizing the number Park Secretary showed her, she muttered bitterly and took out her phone to call the number.

"Park Secretary, is this number correct?"
"Yes, it is."
"She's not answering."

After calling for about a minute, she questioned Park Secretary.

"She probably recognizes the Guild Master's number and is deliberately not answering..."
"Tsk... how did you raise our child?"

He cut off Park Secretary's words and clicked his tongue at his wife.

"What about you? You gave her everything she wanted, so her personality..."
"Of course!"

The man shouted in response to his wife's words, causing everyone passing through the airport to stop and stare.

"The heir to the Cheonmun Guild that I created must dominate everything! Even if it's another human being!"

Cha Ah-Ram's father.
From the moment she was born, he gave her everything. Anything she wanted. Even if it was a human, he provided everything she showed interest in.

*Kill.*

And on her fifth birthday, he placed a person with severed arm and leg tendons in front of his daughter and handed her a dagger.

Stab.

Without hesitation, she stabbed the carotid artery with the dagger. Seeing this, he felt a thrill. Cha Ah-Ram was his creation. A masterpiece he had meticulously crafted over decades.

And now some bug had appeared to damage his creation, which had been perfected by steadily instilling his beliefs in her even before she awakened her abilities?

"Don't be ridiculous. There is no match for my daughter in this world."

No one is worthy of her. There is no suitable match for Cha Ah-Ram, who is stronger than himself, the original S-rank Hunter.

"...You."

The woman glared at her husband, then turned to Park Secretary.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes."
"You moved the Cheonmun headquarters?"
"...Yes."
"Then please guide me there."
"I'll go too—"
"Don't follow me."

With a cold gaze at her husband:

"Stop interfering with Ah-Ram from now on."
"W-what did you say?"
"This is advice. If you try to instill your strange beliefs again..."

Blue flames began to burn in the woman's eyes, and everything around them started to melt.

Park Secretary quickly gestured behind him, moving away the secretaries who were holding luggage, and activated his ability to barely contain the situation.

"G-Guild Master, there are many civilians here."
"Haah....."

At Park Secretary's words, the flames subsided.

"By the way, I'm surprised."
"...Pardon?"
"You never used to care about civilians."
"....."
"You've really changed."
"....."

Seeing Park Secretary remain silent, she muttered to herself and nodded.

"I want to see if this man is worthy of Ah-Ram. Guide me there now."
"...Yes."

Finally, Park Secretary took a step back, turned around, and guided the woman toward the waiting limousine outside.

"You... will regret this."
"Regret?"

When the man, who hadn't moved from his spot, shouted, she snorted.

"You'll be the one with regrets. A father-in-law hated by his son-in-law... I look forward to seeing that."

After briefly speaking, she followed Park Secretary, who was walking ahead.


* * *


Following her into the house, I saw she had changed back into the clothes she wore when she first arrived. With a forced smile:

"Ahjussi, I think I need to go take care of something."
"How long will it take?"
"...I don't know."

Seeing her awkward smile, I couldn't just let her go. I held her hand tightly.

"What's wrong? Hmm?"

I'm too curious about what urgent business she has that made her end our kiss early and rush to leave.

"...Ahjussi, can I tell you later?"
"....."

Perhaps it was because I'd never seen her make such a pained expression before. I automatically embraced her.

"You can lean on me if it's hard."

Unlike her, who stands at the peak of S-rank, I'm only C-rank, so there's probably nothing I can do for her... yet I still arrogantly tell her she can lean on me.

"...Okay."

Cha Ah-Ram's body trembled slightly in my arms before she buried her face in my chest. As we stood embracing:

Bang.

The closet door opened, and Kim Se-Bong emerged.

"Old man, I have a favor to ask."
"Anything."

As soon as she saw him, she said she had a favor, and he nodded naturally, saying "anything" without hesitation.

"Please..."

She looked up into my eyes.

"While I'm gone, protect Ahjussi with your life. Please."

Stepping slightly away from me, she slightly bowed her head to someone else for the first time, making her request.

Kim Se-Bong's eyes widened as he stared at her for a moment before parting his lips.

"Shouldn't I protect my son with my life anyway?"
"Can you leave out the 'son' part?"
"...I promise. No matter what happens, I'll protect your love with my life."
"...Thank you."

After expressing gratitude to Kim Se-Bong, she immediately turned around.

"Ahjussi, I'll be back soon."
"...Alright. Call me if anything happens."
"I will. And... make sure to turn on the broadcast. Okay?"
"Okay."
"And even if Baek Seol-Ah or that Pimple or whatever girl comes, don't waver."
"That will never happen."
"...I'll be going then."

She turned her head slightly and gave me a faint smile before hurriedly opening the front door and leaving.

"...Sir."
"I told you to call me father."
"I haven't signed anything yet."

Ignoring his words:

"Do you know something, sir?"
"I just got a text from the government."
"A text?"

Kim Se-Bong sighed.

"The Cheonmun Guild Master, that is, the Vice Guild Master's parents, have returned to the country."
"Returned? Why would that...?"

What's the connection between her parents' return and Cha Ah-Ram's grim expression?

"Because they don't get along."

Kim Se-Bong wore a heavy expression.

"The mother-daughter relationship is just distant, but the problem is between father and daughter."
"Problem?"
"Yes. More precisely, the Vice Guild Master one-sidedly hates him."

I don't understand. Why would Ah-Ram hate her father?

"Could you explain a bit more..."
"Young-Seok."
"....."

He shook his head.

"This isn't something I can explain. You should ask your lover directly."

He refused to tell me more, even though I wanted an explanation.

Ch.58 - Adults And Children. (2)
I keep thinking about Cha Ah-Ram's expression when she left.

"Sigh....."

Of course, the chances of Earth exploding might be higher than Ah-Ram being in danger, but anxiety still swirls around and torments me.

"Parents, huh....."

To me, parents were heaven and earth, the signposts guiding my path.
When I was young, they were my breakwater and pillar. As an adult, they became my advisors and companions walking alongside me.
My parents were the ones who walked every path with me, supporting me when I was tired.

But her expression as she left was mixed with irritation, anger, and murderous intent.

"They're definitely not on good terms."

Based on Kim Se-Bong's story, she probably... has a very high chance of hating her parents.

I recall the saying that when you turn against blood relatives, the relationship becomes worse than with strangers.

You can simply avoid strangers, but blood relations are different.

*Is that why she saved the contact as "Blood Relation"?*

I remember that before her phone was broken, she had saved the contact as "Blood Relation."

Not mother or father, but Blood Relation.

Somehow.
She looked pitiful in all the videos and photos I'd seen of her on TV and the internet.

A woman who showed no joy, anger, sorrow, or pleasure.

"Ah-Ram..."

I make up my mind and head straight to the room with the luxury items.
Inside, there are watches, rings, necklaces, and even earrings for men though I don't have pierced ears, along with all the clothes that were originally in the closet.

Rustle.

I take off the clothes I'm wearing, put on the underwear she bought me, and dress in a white shirt and plain black suit.

Click.

After some hesitation, I take out the most ordinary-looking watch and fasten it around my wrist.

Tap tap.

Since I'm wearing a black suit, I match it with black shoes and check for any wrinkles in my clothes.

"Sigh....."

No matter how oblivious I might be, I know that the sudden return of the Cheonmun Guild Master and her parents is because of me.

"I should end this."

I don't know the deep circumstances.
If I go, I'll be a third party intruding.
I might even be putting myself in danger.

But.....
From the moment I fell in love with her, I already risked my life.

My lifelong beliefs.
The memories we've built together.
The connections I've made and my insignificant reputation.

I've bet everything on love.

I may be just an unwelcome C-rank Hunter, but nevertheless, I am her lover.

"...I need to be her strength."

As I mutter this and leave the room, the subtle aroma of coffee beans hits my nose in the living room.

"...Are you going to see the Vice Guild Master?"

Kim Se-Bong asks while drinking his coffee.

"Yes."
"You could die."
"I know."
"You might make things more difficult for the Vice Guild Master."
"I'll apologize for that when the time comes."
"...Even if you go, nothing will change?"

He puts down his coffee cup on the table and speaks to me quietly with a serious expression.

"I still have to go."

Nothing will change.
That's right.
What can a C-rank Hunter do in a house with three S-rank Hunters?
But... despite that, I have to go.

If.
Just if.
If she's been walking alone from the moment she was born until now...
Even though it's very late, I should walk with her now.

"I learned from my parents that you don't leave the woman you love alone in a dangerous place. If I do that, I might as well cut off my manhood."
"Hahaha!!! That's right. That's how it should be."

Hearing my words, he laughs heartily and gets up from his seat.

"Let's go."
"What?"
"Didn't you just say you shouldn't leave her alone in a dangerous place?"
"But sir, this matter..."
"Has nothing to do with me?"
"...Yes."

This has nothing to do with Kim Se-Bong.
If anyone should be in danger, it should be just me.

"That hurts my feelings."

Saying he feels hurt, he approaches me and grasps my hand.
I feel his rough but warm hands that have fought in dangerous places ever since becoming a Hunter.

"I consider you my son."
"Sir... that adoption paper..."
"Do I really need to have given birth to you?"
"....."
"Though I'm not related to you by blood."

He conveys his sincere feelings to me.

"But not being related by blood doesn't mean we're not family, does it?"
"...I don't want to drag you into this..."
"You know, I've seen many things in my long life."

With a sad look in his eyes, he meets my gaze and says:

"And I realized that if you can't protect what you want to protect, there's no meaning in living."
"...Thank you."

As I finally accept, he nods and says:

"No need to thank me. Family supports each other."

With a warm smile, he comforts my anxious heart.

* * *

In front of the newly established Cheonmun headquarters building.
Cha Ah-Ram, wearing a white dress, slowly walks in.

"M-Miss!"

A limousine passing by her stops, the door opens, and Park Secretary jumps out.

"You came together?"
"....."
"I'll see you later."

Ah-Ram glares at her mother who appears behind Park Secretary, who is unable to continue speaking.

"It's been a while."
"...Why did you come to Korea?"
"I heard an interesting rum—"

Crunch.
Crack.

The limousine that was parked beside them starts to crumple, then disappears leaving only black dust.

"You still use your hands first. In that way, you resemble your fath—"
"Shut up!"

With her attractive silver hair fluttering in the air, Ah-Ram, emanating killing intent from her entire body, extends her left hand toward her mother.

"Just answer my question. Why did you come to Korea?"
"I told you earlier. To meet your boyfriend I've heard rumors about..."

Screech!

At that moment, as Ah-Ram waves her left hand, a massive wall of fire appears in front of her mother, distorting the space.

"Who are you to meet my Ahjussi!!!"

Growling lowly, she begins to raise her right hand that she hadn't been using.

"'You all'... Ah-Ram. I'm your mother."
"...Mother?"

Cha Ah-Ram makes an incredulous expression.

"You're my parent, yes. But so what? You're just a 'human' who gave birth to me, that's all."
"....."

Hearing Ah-Ram's words, her mother looks at her daughter, who is staring back with hatred-filled eyes, with sad eyes.

"...I'm sorry."
"It's too late for that kind of talk."

She rejects her mother's words with a shudder.

*'Kill them.'*

Her father who threw immobilized people at her when she was just a child and told her to kill them.

*'You are my daughter who carries my blood, so you must endure everything.'*

Her mother who threw monsters at her during her powerless teenage years and subjected her to harsh training. To Ah-Ram, they were all just monsters.

Still, she could bear it.
Why?

Because at least what they made her do was temporary, and it was interesting.
Far from a normal life, she hated the boring days so much that she carried out their orders without complaint.

As a result, as soon as she became an adult, she gained the Compression ability and, based on what she had accomplished as a child, rose to the pinnacle of the world.

*'You are destined to be the ruler of the world. From now on, follow my orders.'*

But... as if he had been waiting for her ability to manifest, the man who was only her father in title ordered her to follow his commands.

"Are you still under the delusion?"

With a rough voice, she glares at the human called her mother who is blocking her ability.

"I told you last time, didn't I? The moment you enter Korea, you die by my hands."

Cha Ah-Ram, who hated her mother even more for silently watching without saying anything no matter what that person said, spreads her right hand to break through the fire blocking her ability.

Crack!

A rift appears in the air, and the flames that were blocking her ability begin to be sucked in.

"Ah-Ram... I..."
"That mouth! Don't open it in front of me, just die—"
"Miss!"

Just as she was about to stop controlling her power and use it at full force to kill completely, Park Secretary, who had fallen beside her, prostrates himself in front of Cha Ah-Ram and calls out.

"P-please stop for now—"
"...You want to die too? Then you can die together—"

Consumed by anger, Cha Ah-Ram compresses the entire space in front to kill Park Secretary as well.

Rumble...!

The ground shakes, and her mother and Park Secretary, who were barely escaping death by emitting flames from their entire bodies, begin to turn deathly pale.

"Now... it's over."

Just as she was about to finish them off to break the shackles of blood relations.

"Ah-Ram."

She hears the voice of Kim Young-Seok, whom she loves, a voice she shouldn't be hearing.

"....."

As she slowly turns her head, he walks toward her slowly, radiant enough to erase all the angry emotions she had felt until now.

"Ah-Ram."
"...Ahjussi?"

Step. Step.

Seeing him step into the space where she was using her full power to erase everything, she quickly stops her ability.

"Are you very angry?"
"....."

Even when he asks after coming close enough for her to feel his breath, she just stares at his face without speaking.

"I'm sorry."
"What?"

She opens her lips at his apology.

"I'm sorry for sending you alone."
"Why are you apologizing..."
"Ah-Ram. Has it been hard until now?"
"....."

Though he speaks, she completely ignores him as he grabs her shoulders and pulls her into his embrace.

Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.

Slowly.
But gently.
As he strokes her back, calming her rapidly beating heart.

"Do you keep trying to walk alone? Don't you love me?"
"That's....."

As his voice reaches her ears, all the words she wanted to say disappear like a blank sheet, and finally, after hesitating, she tightly closes her mouth.

"Didn't you say we'd be together? Why are you trying to solve this alone?"
"....."

Drip. Drip. Drip.

As something fills her heart completely, her vision becomes blurry like rippling paint, even though she's not sad.

"Did you do something wrong? Or not?"
"....."
"Darling. Answer me."

At his words calling her "darling," her tightly closed lips open, and she answers without time to think.

"...I, I did wrong."
"I did wrong and you did wrong, so we're even?"
"....."

Click. Click.

The sound approaching her ears makes her quickly turn her head, as his embrace is so comfortable that she wants to stay like this forever.

"Hello?"

As her mother, who had been blocking her ability, greets the Ahjussi who is hugging her, anger rises in her and she tries to raise her hand, but.

"Hello. I'm Kim Young-Seok, who is dating your daughter."

He naturally grabs her wrist and wraps it around her waist, preventing her from doing anything, and greets her mother as she stares at him blankly.

Ch.59 - Adults And Children. (3)
In the coffee shop on the first floor of the Cheonmun Guild building, I watch with a bitter smile as Cha Ah-Ram sits across from me, uncomfortably staring at the woman who has her arms wrapped around herself.

"You're even more handsome than in your photos."
"...Thank you for the compliment."

As her mother takes a sip of the steaming coffee and begins speaking, I respond while gently patting Ah-Ram's trembling hand.

"How long have you been dating my daughter?"
"Not very long."
"...Is that so? I heard you're C-rank. Is that correct?"
"Yes, it is."
"Hmm....."

The woman looks at Cha Ah-Ram, who's emanating killing intent with a composed expression. Then she turns back to me.

"Do you love my daughter very much?"
"Yes, I love her as much as my own life."

Flinch.

Cha Ah-Ram's body trembles at my declaration of loving her like my own life.

"I'm not saying this just because she's my daughter, but if I had to pick the most perfect woman in the world, I would choose Ah-Ram because she has everything."
"...I know."

I can predict what she's about to say.

"And yet a mere C-rank ability holder is dating my daughter?"

As soon as she finishes speaking, Cha Ah-Ram, who had been hugging her arms, stands up.

"Say that bullshit one more time."
"Sit down."
"Sit down."

Her mother and I shout simultaneously.

"Ahjussi, don't listen to that kind of talk. Just..."
"You agreed to let me handle this."

I grab her sleeve as she's about to lose control and force her back into her seat.

"I didn't mean to belittle you."

After getting her seated, her mother looks at me with a curious expression and asks the question I was expecting.

"I believe you understand the difference between S-rank and C-rank. Will you still love her despite that? I think it's not too late to reconsider, so..."
"I'm fine with it."

I cut her off.

"Even if Kim Young-Seok gets hurt more than Ah-Ram?"
"I'll still love her without change."
"Why? Are you after her wealth?"
"No."

I drum my fingers on the table.

"If not wealth, then do you want to become the owner of the Cheonmun Guild?"
"That's not it either."
"If not that, then do you simply want my daughter's body?"
"Stop calling her yours."

I soothe Cha Ah-Ram as she growls lowly.

"I don't love her expecting anything in return. I just want to be with her for the rest of my life."
"...What?"

For a moment, I see her pupils dilate, and I continue speaking.

"I just want to love her as much as she loves me. That's all."
"....."

For the first time, she stares at me blankly without responding to my words.

"...Do you know Ah-Ram's personality?"
"I do."

I can say this with more confidence than anyone.

"She's self-centered, gets irritated easily, is stubborn..."
"Ah, Ahjussi?"

Unlike her mother who listens calmly, Ah-Ram's face shows embarrassment as I describe her personality.

"She looks down on people, doesn't value life, and when she gets angry, she acts without thinking and uses her hands first."
"You know her well. And you still want to date her?"
"But....."

I intertwine my fingers with her tightly held hand.

"She loves being cherished and doesn't hold back on expressing affection."
"What does that mean..."
"She knows how to smile brightly and loves me more than anyone else in this world."
"....."

That's why I fell for this woman named Cha Ah-Ram.

"I really love my 'woman' who gives me more love than I give her."

I tell her mother that I have no intention of giving her up. Being C-rank is no reason not to love her when she's S-rank.

"You said you came to see me, right?"

After looking back and forth between Ah-Ram and me, she sighs.

"It seems too late to separate you two with gentle words."
"What's that supposed to mean?"

Cha Ah-Ram shouts, concerned by those words.
But without even raising an eyebrow, her mother calmly drinks her coffee.

"Ah-Ram."
"Don't call my name..."
"Everything you have, we gave you. Even the name Cha Ah-Ram was given by us, and you're telling me not to call you by it?"
"....."

Grind.

Grinding her teeth, Cha Ah-Ram turns to me.

"Don't listen to that kind of talk. Let's just go."
"Ah-Ram."

For the first time, her mother calls Ah-Ram with a desperate voice.

"Stop talking."
"No matter how much you deny it, you're my daughter."

After silently listening to the mother-daughter conversation, I realize nothing will change in the current situation.

"Excuse me, Mother."
"...Mother?"
"Ahjussi! Who are you calling Mother? Don't say that."

She stops me with a serious expression.

"Mother... hmm?"

But Cha Ah-Ram's mother sitting across from me looks me up and down with an interested expression.

"Since Ah-Ram is very angry right now, would it be alright if I formally meet you again later?"
"Later?"
"Ahjussi, why do you keep doing this?"
"Just stay still."

Her mother smiles as she watches me calming Ah-Ram down.

"Sure. When do you plan to come again?"
"When she calms down."

I say this while stroking the back of Cha Ah-Ram's trembling hand with my finger.

"Alright. The current state doesn't seem conducive to conversation anyway."

Her mother stands up first.

"Indeed... just as I heard."
"Pardon?"

She winks at my questioning look.

"It's nothing. Well then, please take good care of our daughter."

After finishing, she turns to Cha Ah-Ram, her lips moving slightly, then turns around and leaves the coffee shop first.

Once we're alone in the coffee shop.

"Ahjussi! Are you crazy? Why did you come here!"

She starts spitting out all the words she had been holding back.

"I was worried about you."
"Why worry about me!"
"Because I love you."
"...Ugh."
"Because I love you, I was worried and came."
"B-but it's still dangerous."
"It was fine because I came with Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

Hearing my explanation, she stops being angry and tilts her head.

"The old man?"
"Yes."
"Did he really come with you?"
"Why?"
"Because I didn't sense any energy."
"He dropped me off and went somewhere else."

After safely escorting me to the Cheonmun Guild building, he said he was going to pick someone up and suddenly disappeared.

"...Still, Ahjussi shouldn't come to dangerous places..."
"I want to be with you."
"....."

I cut her off.

"Can't I go where you go?"
"...That's not it, but."

Finally, she mumbles quietly and avoids my gaze.

"I like you so much."
"Hnngh!"

When I put my mouth to her ear as she slightly turns her head, she trembles and her ears quickly turn red.

"And you kept making me think about it, didn't you?"
"...About what?"
"This."

I place a candy from my pocket onto the palm of her fidgeting hand.

"...Pervert."
"You're the princess who requested it, though?"

I pick her up and sit her on my thigh.

"You're beautiful."

As I caress her cheek, she turns her face away, still not used to it.

"So you don't want to do it? If you don't want to, we can stop. I came all the way here for this, so it's a shame."
"...ease."

She mumbles quietly with her head turned.
Putting my palm to my ear.

"I can't hear well. Say it again."

I return all the actions she's done to me.

"Please do it!"

She raises her voice, turning to me with a reddened face.

Rustle.

"As a bonus, I prepared something bigger than before, so look forward to it."

I bought something bigger than the candy she had taken out.

"...You're naughty."
"If I'm naughty, what are you?"

Smiling, I slowly place my palm on the back of her head and pull her toward me.
Her warm breath spreads across my entire face.

"...I don't know."
"You don't know? Then shall we find out now?"

I put the candy in my mouth and pull her hand, making her lips meet mine.

* * *

In a wide open space.
Two men stand glaring at each other.

"Hunter Cha I-Won, it's been a while."
"It has been a while."

When Kim Se-Bong speaks first with a smile, the man called Cha I-Won responds.

"It's been a while since you returned... how's the air in your homeland?"
"Still unpleasant."

He answers Kim Se-Bong's question with a frown.

"But Senior... why did you block my way?"

Having come down here following his wife, he was heading to the guild building after receiving a report that his daughter had arrived, when Kim Se-Bong blocked his path.
When he asks about this.

"I blocked you? I don't remember blocking you."
"....."

Cha I-Won glares at him for playing word games.

"Senior."
"Why are you calling me?"
"What is your purpose?"

He asks to find out why he's acting this way.

"Hmm... purpose."

Whoosh.

Light gathers in his palm and transforms into the shape of a sword.

"If I send you away from here, my son and daughter-in-law would be sad."
"...Son? Are you talking about that trash?"

When he asks suspiciously, Kim Se-Bong's smiling face disappears.

"Really..."

Kim Se-Bong shakes his head.

"You're the worst."

He takes a stance, awakening all his nerves to prevent him from leaving.

"...I don't want to fight you, Senior. Just let me go."

Knowing Kim Se-Bong's full power, Cha I-Won hardens his expression and asks to be let go.

"I can't do that. I'm Young-Seok's father."
"Father? Do you think I don't know that trash's personal information?"
"You're wrong."
"What?"
"It's wrong to call our Young-Seok trash, you bastard."

Spewing anger.

"Really... I feel sorry for your daughter."
"...Take back what you just said."

Cha I-Won's body begins to swell.

"Poor thing. Really pitiful. That's why you didn't know anything until it got to this point."

Rip.

Cha I-Won's clothes tear as his expanding muscles show through.

Boom!

The ground caves in and cracks as he takes one step forward.

"You called me Senior, but it seems you've really become a senior..."

Bang!

He rushes at Kim Se-Bong at full speed and throws a punch.
But his fist is blocked by the sword-shaped light Kim Se-Bong was holding.

"Have you forgotten?"

Crack.

He grabs the arm thrown at him and twists it sideways.

"That you're weaker than me?"
"....."

Cha I-Won quickly retreats and grabs his twisted forearm.

Crack.

Without blinking, he twists it in the opposite direction of the break.

"Senior!!!"
"Didn't you say I wasn't your senior earlier? It's ugly how you keep changing your words."

As he looks at Cha I-Won with a pathetic expression.

"Fuck."

Cha I-Won's body, enraged by Kim Se-Bong's gaze, begins to turn red, and strange patterns start to appear.

Seeing this, tension appears on Kim Se-Bong's face for the first time as he takes a stance.

"Honey."

Just as the man with patterns drawn on his body is about to lunge at Kim Se-Bong again, a woman's voice is heard from far away.

"...What's going on here?"

He asks his wife standing next to Kim Se-Bong.

"It's ugly, so stop it."
"...Ugly?"
"Yes, it's ugly."

Speaking decisively, she slightly bows her head to Kim Se-Bong standing beside her.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong, it's been a while."
"The children?"
"They should have gone home."

His tense expression relaxes at her words.

"How was it?"
"Ah-Ram seems to have fallen for him."
"Well, he is my son after all, ahem..."
"It was a shame."
"What was?"
"If I were 10 years younger..."
"Hey! Don't covet your daughter's man."

As the two exchange banter, Cha I-Won stares blankly and deactivates his ability, deflated.

"You just let that bastard go?"
"You mean your son-in-law?"
"...Son-in-law?"

He asks in disbelief at her words.

"Yes, son-in-law."

She smiles.

"I liked him. I'm going to support the children."
"Who decided he's the son-in-law!!!"

Looking at him shouting with pitiful eyes.

"...Let's stop now."
"Stop what!"

She suddenly envies the children who genuinely love each other, unlike themselves who married solely based on rank compatibility without even knowing each other's faces.

"I-Won."

She calls him like the day they first met.

"...What."

As his raised voice lowers, he answers quietly, and she walks over to hold his hand.

"They agreed to meet again later, so until then, don't approach the children."
"I don't..."
"Please. Okay?"
"....."

Hearing her desperate voice, he turns his head sharply.

"...Just this once."
"Really? Promise."

Seeing her holding up her pinky finger, a smile briefly appears on Cha I-Won's face before disappearing.

"...Let's go."
"Promise me."
"....."

As Cha I-Won turns and starts walking away, Kim Se-Ra, Cha Ah-Ram's mother who had been poking his side with her pinky finger, stops and bows to Kim Se-Bong.

"Senior, thank you."
"...Go on now."
"And... please take care of my daughter."
"Young-Seok will handle that himself."
"...I see."

After thinking about something, Kim Se-Ra smiles like a half-moon.

"Then I'll be going first."

She runs to catch up with Cha I-Won as he walks away.

Ch.60 - Adults And Children. (4)
As we were walking side by side after leaving the Cheonmun Guild headquarters, a cool breeze blew, causing her long hair to tickle my face.

"Ah-Ram."
"What is it?"

She answered while walking and staring at my face, so I immediately asked my question.

"Remember when I suggested we go abroad?"
"To India?"
"Yeah. When are we going?"
"Do you want to go?"

I do want to go, but I'm also afraid.

"Do you want to go?"

She asked, but I cowardly avoided revealing my true feelings.

"I'd be happy to go anywhere with you, Ahjussi."
"Let's go."
"To India?"
"Yes."

I think traveling isn't a bad idea since I want to help stabilize her mind and heart, especially considering how she views her parents as enemies.

"Should we go next week then?"
"That soon?"
"Yes, I have some business to take care of, so let's go next week."
"Business? What business?"

Wasn't the purpose just to travel?

"An undiscovered S-rank dungeon has been found, and they say a Wave will break out soon..."
"A Wave? Then we should hurry and—"

She stopped mid-sentence as realization dawned on her.

"What's wrong?"

I looked at her with complicated feelings as she stared at me after trailing off.
Before I fell in love with her, I wouldn't have cared, but now I don't want to send her into a dungeon.
No matter how strong she is, to me she's just a young woman who barely reached adulthood.

"Ah, it's nothing."

I forced a smile, hiding my complicated feelings.

"Did you misspeak? Don't hide things from me, tell me."

She tickled my side and whispered, but I kept my mouth shut.
According to my beliefs, Hunters with abilities should lead the way in saving people, but deep down I want to tell her not to go, to stay by my side.

"Tsk... are you really not going to tell me?"
"It's nothing."
"...Really?"

As she looked into my eyes and asked, I smiled at her.

"Really~ It's nothing, so our Princess doesn't need to worry about it."
"Then I won't ask anymore."

If only I were stronger than her.
If my ability were combat-oriented instead of non-combat, I would enter the dungeon in her place.
Until now, I've never regretted my ability to reduce the weight of objects by half.
I've actually been grateful for it and sought out places where my ability could be useful.
But this moment is painful.
Cha Ah-Ram, who awakened her ability just a year ago.
It hurts my heart that the world has placed such a heavy burden on her.

"Ahjussi."
"....."
"I'm happy right now. How about you?"
"I'm happy."
"Even just walking together like this makes the world look different."

The first feeling of loving someone.
And it had to be me, who can't be of any help to her...
I feel so sorry... so very sorry.

"Don't worry. If there's any danger, I'll protect you with my life."
"....."

She spreads her pale arms, flexing to show off muscles smaller than eggs.


* * *


As the sun that hung in the sky disappears beyond the horizon, darkness creeps in.

"We're here."

After walking together for a long time, we arrive at the house.

"Are you hungry? What would you like to eat? I'll make anything for you."
"Me? Hmm....."

She glances at me.

"Ahjussi."
"Huh?"
"Ah-ju-ssi."
"Customer, 'Ahjussi' is not on the menu."
"Then what is on the menu?"

She puffs her cheeks in protest.

"Hmm..."

Pretending to think, I pick her up in a princess carry.

"Customer, the truth is..."

I whisper softly into her ear, causing her face to turn bright red.

"Ahjussi, you pervert!"
"You started it, customer!"

While I'm teasing her, I see Kim Se-Bong coming out from the backyard.

"You're late."
"We took our time walking, so we're late."
"Hmm... Have you eaten?"

He asks me as I'm holding Ah-Ram.

"Not yet."
"I bought some meat on the way. How about it?"
"Sounds good."

While talking with him, I notice his arm trembling.

"Are you okay?"

When he notices me looking at his arm, he smiles faintly.

"It's just old age, don't worry. More importantly, you must be hungry. Let's eat."

As we follow him into the house:

"Old man."
"....."
"Do you want to be young again?"

She asks Kim Se-Bong while staring at his still-trembling arm.

"...Thanks for your concern."
"Well... whatever..."

She buries her face in my chest, mumbling to hide her embarrassment.
Se-Bong and I smile simultaneously as we look at her hiding her face, then continue walking into the house.

"I'll do it."

After seating her in a chair, I chase him out of the kitchen where he had already put on an apron.

Sizzle.

As I place the five-layer pork belly he bought and thickly sliced kimchi on the heated grill, they start to sizzle.

"...Did you meet him?"
"....."
"Just tell me if you need it. I can't give you all of it, but I can give you a drop."

While I'm grilling the meat, Ah-Ram and Se-Bong have an incomprehensible conversation.

"I'm really fine. Rather, that drop should go to your husband..."
"It wouldn't work on Ahjussi."
"It wouldn't work? Could it be...?"
"He absorbed not just a drop, but a whole bottle."
"....."

A drop? A bottle?
Unable to understand what they're talking about, I just ignore it and focus on cooking.
The scarlet pork belly gradually turns brown on the grill.

"It's ready."

I place kitchen towels in a wide bowl, stack the grilled pork belly on top, and put the grilled kimchi in another bowl. I set them on the table, wash the lettuce, and put out small bowls of oil sauce and ssamjang.

Ah, I almost forgot.

"Does anyone want rice?"
"I do."
"I'm fine."

Since Se-Bong declined, I only serve portions for her and myself before sitting down.

"Thank you for the effort."
"You worked hard too, sir."

After confirming that he's placed his chopsticks on the pile of meat, I start eating too.

"Ah~"

She wraps meat in lettuce and brings it close to my mouth. I open wide and eat it.
Unlike before, I can taste the food she puts in my mouth.

"Is it good?"
"It's delicious. Try some too."

As I chew thoroughly until swallowing, she watches me intently. I nod and wrap a ssam the same way.

"Ah."
"Ah~"

When I put it in her mouth, her cheeks puff out as she starts chewing.
Just watching her makes me feel full.
I didn't believe that saying before, but seeing her eat makes my hunger disappear.

"Is it good?"
"Give me more."

I quickly wrap another ssam and pop it into her mouth as she smiles with her eyes.

"Sir, please eat."

While we continue our happy dinner feeding each other, I notice Kim Se-Bong watching us, seemingly not enjoying his meal.

"...I'm full."
"If you're done, shall we go in?"

I pinch Ah-Ram's side as she gestures with her chin toward Se-Bong's room.

"...You're just like her."

Shaking his head, he gets up from his seat.

"Young-Seok, thank you for the meal."

He heads to his room before I can urge him to eat more.

"Why did you do that?"
"I want to be alone with you. Don't you?"
"Well....."

I do want to be alone with her.

"Still, don't be too harsh."

He had taken me to the Cheonmun Guild headquarters earlier, though that was also because of Ah-Ram.

"I'm trying my best."
"Is that so?"

When I blurt out without thinking, she glares at me.

"Should I show you my sincerity?"
"...No."

When I surrender, she smiles brightly and hugs my arm, rubbing her face against my shoulder.

"I'll try harder though."
"Really?"
"Of course."

As I gently stroke her hair:

"Thank you."

Smooch.

I kiss her forehead.

"Not there, here. Kiss me here."
"You're such a baby."
"I only show this side to you."

Smooch.

I give her lovely lips a gentle kiss.

"Satisfied?"
"Hmm... not enough."
"I'll give you more after we finish eating."
"...Let's eat quickly then."

With her eyes suddenly changing, she releases my arm and starts eating the meat and vegetables on the table rapidly.


* * *


Late at night.
Two men climbing a hillside stop on a flat path.

"You didn't bring a tail, did you?"
"Do you think I'm like you?"

After exchanging barbs:

"So, did you confirm it?"
"I did."
"...I never thought Choi Shin-Hye would go that way."

When the larger man mentions Choi Shin-Hye:

"What did the Master say?"
"He told us to stop what we're doing and watch Cha Ah-Ram's movements."
"Of all people, that bitch had to interfere."

Shaking his head:

"Then what about the businesses we're running?"
"Wouldn't it be better to wrap up everything except the legitimate operations?"
"Ah, this is frustrating."

He grimaces because the scale of their underground operations is larger than their legal ones.

"Can't we just join forces and kill Cha Ah-Ram? How long are we going to cower before that bitch? It's not like this is the first time..."
"You haven't forgotten her ability, have you?"
"You mean that ability?"

Officially, Cha Ah-Ram's ability is Compression.
The ability to compress everything in her sight, from physical matter to empty space.
But these men know about another ability she's hiding.

"And she has Park Chi-Hoo by her side."
"That traitor..."

Park Chi-Hoo, who was once one of them.
But at some point, he started a family, betrayed them, and moved into the light.

"Anyway, wrap up the business quickly."
"What about you?"
"Me?"

After thinking for a moment:

"I guess I'll start by slowly taking over Seoul now that the Cheonmun Guild is gone."

Seoul has become unclaimed territory since the Cheonmun Guild and Kim Se-Bong suddenly disappeared.
They make their resolution for their goals and then scatter in different directions.

Ch.61 - Why Me. (1)
The next day.

I open my eyes to the harsh sunlight and see Cha Ah-Ram sleeping peacefully beside me.
This isn't the first time I've watched her sleep.

"Mmm..."

Finding her sleeping face so adorable, I pull her snow-white left arm toward me. She slowly opens her eyes and our gazes meet.

"Did you sleep well?"
"....."

She blinks her eyes, then smiles brightly, slightly closing her eyes and puckering her lips. I naturally give her a kiss.

Smooch.

"...Nice."

With a smile in her eyes, she uses the arm I pulled to draw me closer.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"Should we do it now?"

She's always so good at ruining a nice mood.

Flick.

I flick her forehead, but Cha Ah-Ram, whose endurance exceeds my strength, just stares at me blankly.

"You need to go to work."
"If Ahjussi wants, I don't have to go."
"I can't allow that."
"...What?"

I met Cha Ah-Ram's parents yesterday.
To make a good impression on those who are now confirmed as my future father-in-law and mother-in-law, I have a duty to send her off.

"Let's earn some points."
"....."

Her eyes narrow as she finally understands.

"I don't need to earn points. Whatever they say, I can just ignore them..."
"They're your family."
"Ahjussi is my only family."

She pushes me away slightly and turns her back to me.

Sigh.

Feeling frustrated but determined to persuade her somehow, I tap her snow-white shoulder with my finger.

"Princess?"
"....."

When she doesn't answer, I use all five fingers to tickle her waist.

"...Hehe."

After a moment, she starts to respond.

"Ah-Ram."
"....."

When I call her name softly, she once again keeps her mouth shut and doesn't reply.

"Darling?"
"...Yes."

The word "darling" works perfectly.

"Not only your parents, but all the guild members at the Cheonmun Guild are looking up to you. What will happen if you just stay here?"
"I don't care?"

She turns around, takes my hand and places it over her heart.

"I only need Ahjussi. I don't need anyone else."
"....."
"Don't you feel the same? Am I the only one who feels this way?"
"No, I feel the same."

I stroke her hair as I answer.

"Then why do you keep trying to send me away? Hm?"

She whines to me, naturally speaking informally, but I don't mind and instead pull her into my arms.

Pat. Pat.

As I pat her back with my palm.

"In this world, I'm just a small part, but a wonderful woman like Cha Ah-Ram is a gear that moves the massive machine of the world. What happens if a gear stops because of a small part?"
"...That's unfair. Ahjussi, you're being unfair!"

I feel her hot breath on my neck as she buries her face there.

"And you said you're a small part, right?"
"So?"
"The more precise the machine, the more likely it is to break down because of a single part."

She raises her head to meet my eyes, then wriggles in my arms and moves upward.
When our faces meet.

"So either oil me up properly or stop urging me to go. Understand?"
"...Oil you up?"
"You know. That."

She tempts me with a seductive smile.

Tap.

I tap her head with the side of my hand.

"...Get your mind straight and get up."

I try to talk sense into her, but I can't win against her logic, so I finally give up and raise my upper body, causing her to automatically sit up on the bed while still in my arms.

"What now?"
"You always change the subject when you're at a disadvantage."

She makes a disgruntled face.

"That's..."
"I won't let you run away anymore."

While looking at me, she sits on my thigh and wraps her long legs around my body.

"Answer me."
"....."

Since yesterday, her demands have become increasingly bold.
How long can I, who was taught by my mother from childhood not to play with that area carelessly, hold out...?

With a troubled expression.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes."
"We can do it after marriage, it's not too late."
"This is stamping the seal before marriage!"

Conservatives and progressives face off in a battle of nerves.

"I promised not to pay attention to other women, but other women won't leave you alone."
"That's a misunderstanding. Hunter Baek Seol-Ah acts that way because she remembers me saving her, and Miss Pouty wants to become a Hunter..."
"Do you think I don't know that?"

Thump.

With her legs still wrapped around me, she pushes me back down onto the bed with her hands.

"So I'm going to stamp my seal too."
"...If, if you do this..."
"It's fine."

Looking at me with blazing eyes, she smiles and places her hand on my chest.

"See? It's pounding."
"Anyone would in this situation..."
"Shut up."

She puts her finger on my lips.

"Leave it to me. It's my first time too, but... I've watched and learned a lot."
"What, what did you learn?"
"You know... Hehe."

Though her face turns red with embarrassment, her hands boldly begin to undress me.

* * *

Around 11 o'clock, approaching lunchtime, when we finally leave the room together, I see Kim Se-Bong sitting in a chair sipping coffee.

"...You look exhausted."

Looking at my expression, Kim Se-Bong makes a sympathetic face and gets up from his seat.

"Coffee?"
"Thank you."
"What about this old man?"
"You too?"
"I'll have some."

Gathering her wet hair and draping it over her right shoulder, she nods.

"Thank you."

Though it's lunchtime now, I'm tired and drink the hot coffee.

"What are you going to do now?"

Kim Se-Bong, sitting across from me, asks.

"First, Ah-Ram needs to go to the guild."
"...Tch."

Unlike before, she doesn't argue with what I say and just puffs her cheeks.

"Then I guess I'll have to stick with you for a while..."
"No way?"

At that moment, she makes a realization.

"Ahjussi is coming with me."
"...Huh?"
"Are you in your right mind? Where are you taking Young-Seok?"

Both Kim Se-Bong and I look at her and ask.

"The Cheonmun Guild will be Ahjussi's eventually, so shouldn't he start learning from now?"
"Wh-what are you saying?"

The Cheonmun Guild is a company built by her parents and herself.
Even though we've promised a future together, I've resolved not to covet even a speck of it.

"You didn't know?"
"Hm?"
"I transferred half of my Cheonmun Guild shares to Ahjussi."
"...What?"

I look at her with disbelief as she casually mentions something that could turn the world upside down while drinking her coffee.

"You have more shares than them now. So from now on, when I go to work, you should come along and learn the business."
"No."
"Why not! We can be together!"

When I firmly refuse, she urgently tries to tempt me with the prospect of being together.

"I didn't retire to work."
"....."
"I told you before, why I started broadcasting."
"Can't you just make me happy?"
"That's not possible."

When I firmly say it's not possible, her eyes become moist.

"That won't work this time."
"You're so mean. Did I ask for something unreasonable?"
"You already did today."
"...Tch. You should have just let it slide."

Her expression changes rapidly.

"Ah-Ram. I've made the concession you like. Now it's your turn."
"Fine."

Kim Se-Bong, who has been eavesdropping on our conversation, tilts his head.

"By the way, Young-Seok."
"Yes, sir, please speak."
"Why did Hunter Baek Seol-Ah come up in conversation?"

He asks me with a genuinely puzzled expression.

"That woman is trying to seduce Ahjussi."

She beats me to it before I can answer.

"...Huh? What do you mean Hunter Baek Seol-Ah is trying to seduce Young-Seok?"
"Exactly what I said. She likes Ahjussi."
"....."

With an incredulous expression, he looks me up and down.

"Even so... that's... isn't that too much?"
"What?"

Shaking his head.

"Not just the Vice Guild Master but Baek Seol-Ah too... And then another woman..."
"There's more."
"You're saying there are others besides you and Baek Seol-Ah?"
"So, old man. Please take care of Ahjussi when I'm not around."

The warm breeze in her eyes turns into a murderous intent.

"If I see any women around Ahjussi when I go to work, stop them."
"If they have no intention of harming Young-Seok, I can't force them to..."
"Don't misunderstand."

She growls at Kim Se-Bong.

"If they approach and try to seduce my Ahjussi... I don't know what I might do."
"Ah, Ah-Ram?"
"You remember this too, Ahjussi."

Placing her ear against my heart.

"If this heartbeat sounds for any woman other than me... I might go crazy."
"....."

Her attitude, which had been obedient to my words until now, completely changes.

"I've been trying to hide it until now, but I don't think I can anymore."

She whispers with her ear still against my chest.

"I might not care about other things, but when it comes to Ahjussi, I get on edge. So please, Ahjussi."
"...Alright. I promise again. I'll never look at another woman."
"You better not."

Realizing that she can be controlled as long as I don't look at other women, I resolve to gradually change her and make the promise.

* * *

About two hours after Cha Ah-Ram left for the Cheonmun headquarters.

"What brings you here?"

Hunter Kim Min-Ha, who is officially A-rank but could easily be called S-rank, is sitting in front of me.

"I wanted to ask Hunter Kim Young-Seok for a favor, so I came all the way here."
"A favor?"
"Yes, I'd like to ask a favor."
"I lack the ability to help you, Hunter."

It feels strange to be addressed so formally, but I collect myself and answer.

"That's absolutely not true. Only Hunter Kim Young-Seok can help me."

As he insists, I become troubled and look at Kim Se-Bong sitting beside me.

"Hunter Kim Min-Ha. Could you explain why first?"

He asks immediately on my behalf.

"It's absolutely nothing dangerous."

But ignoring Kim Se-Bong's words, he looks only into my eyes and speaks again.

"...I'll listen to what you want to ask first, then decide."

Since he's so persistent, I finally say I'll hear him out before deciding, and his face brightens.

"I have a daughter who is precious to me."
"A daughter?"

A chill runs down my spine at the mention of a daughter.
But thinking it's just my imagination, I ask.

"Yes, I want to entrust my daughter to Hunter Kim Young-Seok..."

Looking straight at me, he gets to the point.

"I want you to take charge of her Hunter education."
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Ch.62 - Why Me. (2)
Did I hear that wrong just now?
Who am I supposed to train?

"Excuse me, but I think I misheard you. Could you please repeat that?"

At my question, Hunter Kim Min-Ha opens his mouth and repeats what he said.

"I'd like to entrust my daughter to Hunter Kim Young-Seok."

Hunter Kim Min-Ha.
He possesses such powerful abilities that he ranks within four digits in the world Hunter rankings, and even his wife is a powerful Hunter who ranks within four digits as well.
Yet they're not training her themselves, but asking me—a C-rank Hunter who's already retired—to train her?

"Me?"
"Yes, I'd like to entrust my daughter's training to you."

I'm dumbfounded and ask again, but he patiently repeats himself without showing any irritation.

"May I ask why you're entrusting her to me?"

A child so precious you wouldn't hurt them even if they were in your eye.
Especially if it's a daughter, as a father, he should want to teach her himself, so I'm curious why he's asking me.

"Before I explain my reasons, I hope you won't be offended."
"Pardon?"
"The truth is, I've done some background research on Hunter Kim Young-Seok."
"That's fine."

I'm not bothered by hearing he investigated me; I've built up immunity thanks to Cha Ah-Ram.
No, actually, I appreciate him telling me upfront.
When I say it's fine, Hunter Kim Min-Ha lets out a relieved sigh.

"That's good. Then I'll explain my reason. I'm asking Hunter Kim Young-Seok because I've seen the Hunters you've trained."
"What?"
"Do you know how many Hunters trained by you have died so far?"
"I'm not sure."

I've only passed on dungeon know-how and never really acted as a proper mentor, so I've avoided contact with them after training, not answering calls because it felt burdensome.

"None."
"...Excuse me?"
"None of the Hunters trained by Hunter Kim Young-Seok have died."

As a C-rank Hunter, I couldn't access this kind of information even if I wanted to, and even if I had the chance, I wouldn't have been interested.
I've always thought that skilled Hunters live alongside death.
No, the truth is I was already overwhelmed by the deaths of those close to me and had no capacity to worry about others.

"...Thank you."
"It's the Hunters who should be thanking you, Hunter Kim Young-Seok."

When I thank him for telling me they haven't died, he responds with a warm smile.

"Kim Min-Ha."
"Yes?"

Kim Se-Bong, who had been silent, calls out to Kim Min-Ha who was talking with me.

"You said daughter?"
"Yes."
"No."
"I thought so... It's because of Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram, right?"

When Kim Se-Bong refuses on my behalf, Kim Min-Ha responds as if he already knew.

"You understand well. I recommend your daughter be trained by Kim Young-Seok. Even though he's C-rank..."

Meeting my gaze as I listen silently, he continues.

"He's walked the most honest path, building experience through major dungeons for 11 years... However."

His expression hardens as he turns back to Kim Min-Ha.

"That's as a 'Hunter.' As a person, I absolutely oppose it."
"Is it that bad?"

Though he omitted the subject, Kim Se-Bong understands perfectly and nods in response.

"'Bad' doesn't even begin to describe it. It's so extreme that even I, a man, not a woman, feel killing intent when I approach Young-Seok. That's how jealous she is. Moreover, your daughter is still a 'civilian.' She could die the moment they meet."
"What? But we've already met and she's perfectly—" He suddenly covers his mouth, realizing his slip.

"Did you just say you've already met?"

I ask him as I belatedly recall someone's image in my mind.

"Perhaps..."

He gives an awkward, vague answer, but I've already figured out who it is.

*The Pout viewer.*

Among the women I've met while with Cha Ah-Ram, there were very few opportunities to meet a high-rank Hunter's daughter.
At most, just the Pout viewer and Hunter Baek Seol-Ah...
But since Hunter Baek Seol-Ah has already awakened her abilities, it must be the Pout viewer who asked me for training during my last broadcast.

"Young-Seok, do you know who it is?"
"Yes, I actually met her when I was with Ah-Ram."
"...You've managed to survive somehow."

Kim Se-Bong clicks his tongue.

"So it should be fine to train my daughter..."
"No."

This time I shake my head and refuse directly.

"Why not? I know Hunter Kim Young-Seok puts more effort into training than any other Hunter. So why are you refusing? You've already met her and she's fine, which means she'll be fine next time too."

I did put in my heart and soul.
While dungeons appear infinitely, a Hunter has only one life.
Since they weren't disposable, I wanted to increase their survival rate as much as possible to pass this world on to future generations.
That was also the only way I could atone to my parents.

"I made a promise."
"A promise?"
"Yes, Ah-Ram doesn't want me around other women."

I know better than anyone that her emotions are already unstable because of her parents, and if I accept the Pout viewer too, she might explode.

"...Hah."

He sighs and hangs his head.

"I'm sorry."
"I promised my daughter I would definitely select Hunter Kim Young-Seok as her trainer. Please..."
"Your promise wasn't with me."

"Ah... you're right. I seem to have made a mistake, Hunter Kim Young-Seok. I apologize for barging in and making an unreasonable request."

Hunter Kim Min-Ha, who had been staring at the table with empty eyes, finally raises his head to apologize before standing up. I also get up from my chair.

"Not at all. It was an honor to meet Hunter Kim Min-Ha, who protects citizens' safety."
"..."

Kim Min-Ha gives a bitter smile at my words, then bows to Kim Se-Bong who remains seated.

"I'm sorry."
"It's alright."

He waves his hand with a smile.

"Then I'll be going."

After saying goodbye to us, he walks toward the front door, and I hurriedly follow him.

*Tap tap.*

As he puts on his shoes and starts to open the door—

"...Ah! Hunter Kim Young-Seok."
"Yes?"

With a look of sudden realization, he grabs my shoulder.

"Is it just meeting in person that's not allowed?"
"Probably?"

She said she'd tolerate my broadcasts, so maybe just avoiding meeting in person...?
Wait a minute...?
Broadcasts?

"I can teach her the dungeon experiences myself, so couldn't you teach my daughter your know-how through video calls? I'll compensate you properly."

Just as I thought.
He's saying exactly what I was thinking.

"Hmm..."

As I consider it—

"I'm begging you."

He holds my hand with a desperate expression.

"Video calls won't work."
"Ah..."
"But since I stream on Neotube, I can teach during my broadcasts."

Wouldn't broadcasting be okay?
The Pout viewer joins every time I stream anyway, so teaching through broadcasts might actually be better than teaching in person.

"R-really? If you'll do that much, I'll pay you..."
"No compensation is necessary."
"Teaching a lifetime of know-how without receiving anything would make me feel shameless. So please accept..."
"I've already received compensation."
"...You have?"

I have.

"I've received compensation, so it's fine."

Just being told that the path I've walked wasn't wrong is the best compensation for me.

* * *

Cheonmun Guild headquarters conference room.

All guild members remain silent, watching Cha Ah-Ram who sits at the head of the table, making no effort to hide her discomfort.

*Slam.*

After a long time of saying nothing and just drumming her fingers on the table, Cha Ah-Ram turns her head as Park Secretary enters when the door opens.

"How did it go?"
"He left for Seoul again."
"Really? What about the woman?"
"I don't know the details, but according to Hunter Kim Se-Bong, Young Master refused."
"Huh... Is that so?"

She lets out a sigh of relief and forms a faint smile, causing the heavy atmosphere that had been weighing down the conference room to disappear.

"Where were we?"
"We were discussing the Indian government."

Encouraged by her changed demeanor, the guild member who had been briefing speaks up.

"Right. How much are they offering?"
"The gold bullion we talked about before..."
"Didn't I say we don't need gold bullion?"
"Y-you did. But they keep asking what you want instead..."
"Tell them we don't need gold bullion, we want the golden armor they've designated as a national treasure."
"...What?"

The guild member's eyes widen at the mention of golden armor.

"It's really annoying when you keep asking... Huh."

Looking at the guild member's dumbfounded expression, she tries to get annoyed but barely manages to contain her anger.

"Tell them if they give us the golden armor, we'll clear the dungeon immediately."
"...Yes."

Knowing that refusing her order would cost him his life, the guild member bows deeply and leaves.

"Is the meeting over?"

She also stands up and leaves the conference room, with Park Secretary following behind.

"Agassi."
"What?"
"It seems those bastards are making a move."
"The trash? Why suddenly?"

She tilts her head curiously at Park Secretary's report as they naturally board her private elevator together.

"It seems to be about Seoul's interests."
"Seoul? Tell them to take it."
"..."

Seeing her say "take it" without hesitation, Park Secretary's lips move as if to say something, but ultimately remains silent.

*Slam.*

Hurriedly opening the door and entering her office, she sits down, takes out her phone from the desk, and touches the screen.

[Me]: Have you eaten?

After sending a text to Kim Young-Seok, she holds her breath waiting for a reply.

[My Love]: About to eat now. Has Ah-Ram eaten?

When the reply arrives shortly after, she smiles broadly and hugs the phone to her chest.
Watching this, Park Secretary slowly closes the office door and steps outside.

"We have work to do."

As soon as he enters his own office next to Cha Ah-Ram's, he gives orders to the secretaries working inside.

"What kind of work?"
"You know the bugs, right?"
"You mean the guilds we're monitoring?"
"Yes, from now on, our job is to deal with those bugs."
"...What?"

The secretary asks with an expression that says "Are you serious?"

"Unfortunately, we have to."
"...Did Agassi order this?"

When the newest recruit asks him, Park Secretary lowers his head to hide his expression.

"No, this is my independent action. But it's for Agassi's sake, so gather as much information as possible on those bugs within a week."

Ch.63 - Why Me. (3)
After sending Hunter Kim Min-Ha away, I returned to the living room where Kim Se-Bong sat with a serious expression.

"Sir, is something wrong?"
"...It's nothing."

He shook his head with a smile, but I could still see the concern in his eyes. Was it because of Hunter Kim Min-Ha?

I sat down across from him and took his hands in mine.

"Is it because of Hunter Kim Min-Ha?"
"You're worried about that."
"What exactly concerns you?"

After my question, he finally answered.

"The fact that Hunter Kim Min-Ha came here means your information has been completely exposed."
"I was prepared for that."
"No."

With trembling eyes, he met my gaze.

"Until now, you were just a C-rank who would be quickly forgotten even if you appeared in the media."

He continued in a small but heavy voice.

"Prepared? Not even close. Things beyond your imagination will come crashing down on you. Just today, didn't Hunter Kim Min-Ha come here without being asked by anyone?"
"That's..."

I wanted to explain that Kim Min-Ha's daughter was a viewer of my broadcast, but he raised his hand to stop me, not wanting to be interrupted.

"I know Hunter Kim Min-Ha is one of the rare good people in this world. He must have had some reason to ask you instead of other Hunters. But in this world, there are more bad people than good ones."
"...I know."
"I'm sure you do. You're not a newly Awakened Hunter but a veteran with 11 years of experience."

Even though I said I knew, he still looked worried. He pulled his hands away from mine and gripped my thigh firmly.

"Still, I'm worried."
"I'll be fine."

No matter how difficult things get, Cha Ah-Ram will be by my side. So I'll be okay.

"...Well."

After hesitating, he muttered softly and removed his hand from my thigh, standing up.

"I suppose you have the Vice Guild Master by your side."
"I'm probably the safest person in the world, right?"
"Hahaha... That's true."

Taking my words as a joke, he laughed heartily and patted my shoulder. Seeing his mood lighten, I felt relieved.

"Sir."
"Yes?"

Now I expressed my real intention.

"Would you be willing to appear on my broadcast?"
"Broadcast?"
"Yes."

I invited him as a guest.

"A broadcast... hmm."

After thinking for a moment, he nodded.

"Well, I've been bored with nothing to do lately, so why not give it a try?"
"Thank you."

He accepted readily.

"Are we broadcasting right now?"
"No. First, I need to go to town and buy a webcam."
"Webcam? What's that?"
"You can think of it as equipment for streaming broadcasts."
"I see. Then let's go right away."
"Yes."


* * *


Neotube.
A video platform enjoyed by people worldwide.
From recorded videos to live broadcasts, it hosts various content, with registered viewers accounting for 80% of the population.

After Hunters and Dungeons appeared, the existing popular Neotubers disappeared, and the rankings became dominated by successful Hunters.
The subscriber rankings remained mostly stable with only slight changes, but a few weeks ago, the formula was broken.

'Retired Hunter'

When a bottom-tier Neotuber with only 55 subscribers surpassed Neotubers with at least 5 million subscribers and settled in the top 100, posts about the Retired Hunter exploded on internet broadcasting communities.

[What's this Retired Hunter broadcast that's in the total rankings with only 55 subscribers?] (One week ago)
└I don't know either (One week ago)
└Watched the first video, he was playing minesweeper;; (One week ago)
└Saw this old geezer playing a love sim and it was so disgusting I reported it for abuse (One week ago)
└A C-rank bug is broadcasting? What a joke;; (One week ago)
└Even suicide has its varieties (One day ago)
└Hey guys...? Are you alive? (One hour ago)
└I really want to watch Retired Hunter's broadcast (55 minutes ago)
└Why would Neotube allow someone with 55 subscribers to enter the top 100? Think before commenting^^ Anyway, as long as it's not me lol

At first, posts criticizing the Retired Hunter kept appearing in the community.

But after Cha Ah-Ram appeared on the broadcast, posts criticizing the Retired Hunter suddenly disappeared, and the number of users active in the internet broadcasting community decreased dramatically.

[How do you watch the Retired Hunter broadcast?]
I clicked on the Retired Hunter broadcast, but it says I don't qualify to watch it. Is it just me?
└Same here, can't get in
└You too? Me too
└Huh? I can get in just fine
└Hey, how did you get in?
└Me? I just clicked and it worked
└Are you watching it now?
└Yeah, he's broadcasting now and it's awesome^^

[Is the Retired Hunter's guest level for real?]
I was a bit nervous thinking Cha Ah-Ram would appear, but today's guest is legendary.
└Who appeared?
└Kim Se-Bong
└?????
└For real?
└Yes, for real. Kim Se-Bong is giving a lecture about dungeons
└Damn!!! I want to get in too!
└Can you ask how to access the broadcast?
└I asked but he says he doesn't know either
└(Comment has been deleted)
└Goodbye to the comment above.
└Lord, I'm sending you another lunatic.


* * *


I knew the views on the video featuring Cha Ah-Ram had exploded.
As soon as I activated the webcam I bought in town and started streaming our images, the quiet chat window exploded with activity.

"What do I do now?"
"Just elaborate on the topics I bring up."

As I explained this to him and opened my notes with the lecture content, wondering how to proceed...

"Young-Seok."
"Yes, what is it?"

Kim Se-Bong, who had been sitting there blankly, called me.

-Hello!
-Hello Retired Hunter! I'm a Hunter with B-rank natural ability!
-Retired Hunter, you're handsome!
-Hunter Kim Se-Bong!!! So glad to see you.
-Oppa Kim Se-Bong, I'm dying!!!

"Someone says 'Oppa Kim Se-Bong, I'm dying.' Are they really asking me to kill them?"

He asked with a serious expression.

"Hahaha... They're not actually asking you to kill them."

I burst into laughter, wiping my eyes with my fingers as I managed to explain.

"Then what does it mean?"
"It... means they really like you, sir."

I don't know the exact meaning either.
I only know it originated from the "Noona, I'm dying" meme, so I explained it as something positive.

-That's right
-I want to run dungeons with Hunter Kim Se-Bong
-Retired Hunter!!! Could you please tell me how to join the Cheonmun Guild? I'm begging you ㅠㅠㅠ

The viewers chat about the topics we discuss.

"So this is how it works."

The atmosphere I'd only seen on major corporate broadcasts.
Experiencing it now feels strange.

[Manager SarangHaneungCheongChun has entered.]

SarangHaneungCheongChun: Eunha.

As I was looking at the chat with a pleased smile, Cha Ah-Ram entered the broadcast with a blue entry log, different from the other viewers' entry log colors, and the rapidly scrolling chat suddenly stopped.

[Viewers: 307]

"Saha. Oh, I just realized I haven't greeted everyone yet."

After greeting Ah-Ram in my usual way, I realized I hadn't properly introduced myself and quickly did so.

"Hello everyone, viewers."

-Hello!
-It's so nice to finally see you live
-What content are you doing today? By the way, I'm a minesweeper expert, so if you want to learn, please call me anytime
-I'm a love sim expert
-SarangHaneungCheongChun: ...Love sim?

[LoriJoahNim has been kicked.]

With her chat message and someone being kicked, the chat speed slowed down dramatically.

"Hahaha... I won't be playing that love sim game anymore. So please don't mention it."

I said this, remembering how stressed Cha Ah-Ram had been because of the love sim game.

-Okay!
-Understood.
-Mention it and get 100% lifetime ban

"Today's broadcast topic is a dungeon lecture for beginners."

I had briefly covered this topic in a previous video, but back then the viewer count was small and I kept it too short.

-Awesome!!! I'll watch the entire broadcast
-Please tell us your broadcast schedule!
-Retired Hunter, could you tell us the conditions for joining your broadcast?

As I was about to start speaking while scanning my notes with the lecture outline, a few chat messages caught my eye.

"The broadcast time is from 2 PM to 3 PM. As for the conditions to join the broadcast? I'm not sure."

It's the first I've heard of this, but it's obvious who set those conditions.

[Me]: Ah-Ram, did you set conditions for watching the broadcast?
[My Woman]: Yes, I blocked people with criminal records from entering.
[Me]: Criminal records?
[My Woman]: I wanted to block women too, but I held back.

I quickly texted Ah-Ram on my phone that I had placed on the desk, and she replied immediately.

Criminal records...

In the current era, people with criminal records fall into two categories:

Hunters who worked as Scavengers or vagrants, and civilian criminals without abilities.

[Me]: Thanks for looking out for me.
[My Woman]: I see you bought a webcam?
[Me]: I bought an expensive one to show you.
[My Woman]: I love you, Ahjussi♥
[Me]: Ah-Ram, I love you♥

"You two are so lovey-dovey."

Kim Se-Bong, sitting beside me, glanced secretly at my phone screen and muttered.

[My Woman]: Old man. Stop peeking. Anyway, Ahjussi! Enjoy your broadcast. I'll finish work and come home soon.

"Sir, I'm sorry. But Ah-Ram doesn't hate you."
"I know that, so don't feel too sorry."

He comforted me with a warm smile.

Ch.64 - Why Me. (4)
In some ways, today's stream could be considered my true first start.
These are my genuine viewers, not just Cha Ah-Ram and her guild members.
Even if viewers came because of Kim Se-Bong and Cha Ah-Ram's fame, it's still heartwarming to broadcast with so many people watching.

"I'll officially begin the stream now."

I make our webcam feed smaller and position it in the bottom right corner at the 5 o'clock position, then maximize the desktop display and open a Hangul document.

[How Beginner Hunters Should Act When Entering Dungeons]

I type today's topic using the eagle typing method I've been perfecting.

"Are there any non-Hunters here?"

-Me!
-I'm also a civilian
-Why do you ask?
-Hand raised

Though the viewer count has surpassed 500, the chat is moving surprisingly slowly. I expected more Hunters given the impressive guests I've invited.

"Not many, I see. Let me ask differently. Are there any Hunters who awakened this year?"

-Hand!!
-I awakened this year
-Been running goblin dungeons since this year!
-Pick me please!

The chat moves much faster now, completely different from before.

*Roughly half and half, I guess?*

It seems about half the viewers are genuinely here to learn something, while the other half came hoping to get something from Cha Ah-Ram or Kim Se-Bong.

"I didn't ask to offer benefits."

I wave my hands dismissively as I read their messages.

"They say the number of naturally occurring dungeons is decreasing. However..."

For the first time, my throat feels dry. I open the water bottle I prepared on the desk, take a drink, and continue.

"The dungeons that have appeared so far remain intact. Particularly, most S-rank and higher dungeons are left untouched."

The Hunter Association classifies dungeons more precisely than they do Hunters.

From D-rank up to SSS-rank.

However, SSS-rank dungeons are just rumors; none have actually appeared.
Effectively, SS-rank dungeons are the highest, while D-rank are the lowest, with approximately 570,000 dungeons currently known to exist.

"Though the number of dungeons is steadily decreasing, they remain dangerous."

-Will dungeons stop appearing now?
-What happens to Hunters if all dungeons are cleared?
-If all dungeons disappear, will our abilities disappear too?

"I don't know about that."

It's beyond what I can speak to.
Rather than pretending to know, I clearly state my ignorance and return to my original topic.

"Today, I'll be focusing on Hunters entering dungeons for the first time, minors, and non-awakened individuals."

Newly awakened Hunters must go to the Association for testing and rank assignment.
Once registered with the World Hunter Association, they gain permission to enter dungeons.

Combat-type Hunters can enter dungeons up to one rank higher than their own.
Combat types are classified into three categories: Tanker, Healer, and Dealer.

"Registered Hunters should first check the Hunter website to see which dungeons they can enter. As everyone knows, you can enter dungeons according to your assigned rank."

However, some Hunters exist who aren't bound by rank restrictions.

Porters.

The official title is Supply Manager, but Hunters just call us Porters.
We wait at the rear of combat Hunters' exploration routes, providing food supplies or collecting loot from dungeons.

Though unrestricted by rank, most Porters prefer dungeons one rank higher than their own, like combat types. But as a C-rank, I've entered dungeons up to S-rank.

"Typically, Hunters join parties through the website that need their awakened abilities."

-Higher-ranked Hunters get approached directly...
-I've never had to look for work
-They pay very little

The viewers writing these comments are probably at least B-rank Hunters.

-Wow, I keep getting rejected even after submitting applications
-I keep getting turned down for lack of experience

Meanwhile, others mention being rejected. These must be lower-ranked or newly awakened rookie Hunters.

"There are several reasons for rejection, but the biggest is lack of dungeon experience."

Like ranks, dungeons come in various types.
Most dungeon interiors contain toxic substances.
Walls, monsters, ground, even the air contains trace toxins that can kill infected Hunters within a week without antidotes.

But some dungeons feature different environments instead of toxins.

"Even with strong abilities, parties are wary of inexperienced Hunters in toxic or elemental attribute dungeons."

Elemental attributes.

Fire (火), Water (水), Wood (木), Metal (金), Earth (土).

Though called the five elements, there are actually more derived attributes.
Ice (氷) derived from Water (水), Lightning (雷) from Metal (金), and Flame (炎) evolved from Fire (火) are prime examples.

Including similar but distinct attributes, dungeons contain 21 classified attributes total.
Naturally, rookie Hunters can't handle these, so parties reject them in favor of veterans to increase survival chances.

-So inexperienced Hunters can never enter?
-They just form parties among themselves;;
-When can we gain experience if no one accepts us despite our efforts?

Even Hunters with high-rank abilities get rejected without experience, so those with lower-rank abilities are almost never accepted.

*'C-rank is a bit...'*
*'Sorry, we don't want to die.'*
*'Please try again later.'*
*'We're full.'*

Before meeting my current teammates, I tried working as a combat Hunter rather than non-combat.
I was only accepted into lower-rank dungeons, but always rejected from parties for dungeons of my rank or higher.

"You won't be."

After 11 years as a Hunter, I state this definitively.

"If you're thinking 'someone will accept me eventually,' give up now. Unless you have A-rank or higher abilities, they'll never consider you as party members."

-...Forever?
-So we're stuck in D-rank and C-rank dungeons?
-How do other Hunters enter higher dungeons? Their ranks seem similar to mine...

After a brief pause, questioning comments begin appearing.

"That's a sharp question."

I acknowledge the most important question in the chat.

"To enter elemental dungeons or dungeons above your rank, become a Porter."

-A Porter?
-That's not right;;
-They barely pay anything

These rookies don't understand yet, but a time will come when they'll desperately beg to work even as Porters.
Matching my thoughts, viewers who had been quietly watching start commenting.

-Who are these idiots disrespecting Porters?ㅋㅋㅋ
-You plan to enter dungeons with that attitude?
-If you want big money from the start, don't enter dungeons, rob a bank
-We all started as Porters... wow, kids these days have no discipline

As the criticism escalates, I decide the atmosphere is getting too heated.

"Come on, everyone, no fighting."

I try to calm the veteran Hunters who are berating the newcomers.

"I understand. I was the same when I first awakened."

I lived believing I might be a rare multi-ability holder, but reality hit me within just one year.

"Though retired now, I was a C-rank Hunter. I had the object weight reduction ability, considered one of the worst in the natural ability category."

Considering that even mass transformation ability, similar to mine but superior, is only A-rank, my ability was truly poor.
But at first, I stubbornly insisted on being combat-class, convinced there must be some hidden potential.

"The year you awaken is most crucial."

For the first year, the Hunter Association closely monitors and manages new Hunters.
They record which dungeons they enter and when they get injured.
These records are distributed to all parties.

"Young-Seok is correct."

Kim Se-Bong, who had been quietly listening, finally speaks.

"The Hunter Association looks at your records first. They don't check what position you held or how you killed monsters. Only..."

As one of Korea's representative Hunters who could become a leader among these rookie Hunters, he says:

"The number of dungeons you've entered and your party members' evaluations. And the best position for rookie Hunters to receive good evaluations is as a Porter."

Turning to me with a warm smile:

"And I can state definitively that the best Porter Hunter in the country is Young-Seok sitting right here."
"...E-Elder?"

Surprised by Se-Bong's unexpected praise, I stammer.

"Among Hunters active in Seoul, everyone knows Hunter Kim Young-Seok."

-Yes.
-We know.
-I've heard that parties with Hunter Kim Young-Seok have amazingly high survival rates
-That's why the Brass Party with Kim Young-Seok was famous. Less than ten casualties in five years

My face flushes at Se-Bong's words and the chat comments.

"You've all caught a lucky break."

Se-Bong grips my hand firmly.

"Because you can learn the know-how of Hunter Kim Young-Seok, who did his best to survive as a Hunter."
"D-don't exaggerate..."

[User LovingYouth has donated ₩100,000]
-Everyone should pay to watch the know-how of the best Porter Hunter, right?^^

Now she's not even hiding that she's Cha Ah-Ram, and is practically intimidating viewers to donate.

"You don't need to donate. Just watching is more than enough thanks..."

[User BodyBody has donated ₩50,000]
-Paying my viewing fee
[User OnlyRomanceWithYou has donated ₩500,000]
-Young-Seok, thanks for everything so far.
[User WeddingGift has donated ₩10,000]
-Paying my viewing fee.
[User PoutingFace has donated ₩10,000,000]
-Thank you.


* * *


"That girl?"

Cha Ah-Ram's face contorts in anger as she sees the ₩10 million donation pop up on Young-Seok's stream.

"Park Secretary!!!"
"Yes!"

Park Secretary rushes in at her shout and stands at attention.

"Where is Hunter Kim Min-Ha right now?"
"Should still be in Goseong."
"Bring her here immediately."
"Hunter Kim Min-Ha?"
"I need to warn her to properly educate her daughter."
"....."
"Are you looking at me with that pathetic expression?"
"N-no, not at all."
"Do you have multiple lives or something?"
"Absolutely not, ma'am."
"....."

After staring at Park Secretary's face, she eventually turns back to her phone.

"Go get her."
"Yes, ma'am."

Alone in her office after Park Secretary closes the door.

"Haah..."

[2,322 viewers]

She sees that Kim Young-Seok's viewer count has exploded as he wanted, but her chest feels tight with frustration.

"I wish he would just talk with me..."

Already irritated by occasionally spotting Baek Seol-Ah in the chat, Cha Ah-Ram sighs deeply and touches Young-Seok's face on the screen.

"Ahjussi..."

She wishes he were less impressive.
That he had no ability.
That he were selfish.

Then others wouldn't pay attention to him.

"The donations are too much. If this continues, I'll end the stream."

When her "viewing fee" donation triggered a relay of donations, the flustered Ahjussi finally threatens to end the stream, and the donation messages finally stop.

"Dungeons..."

Watching Young-Seok's expression as he explains about dungeons, Cha Ah-Ram contemplates.

Ch.65 - Dungeon Preparation. (1)
Looking at the clock while in the middle of our conversation, I see it's almost 3 PM.

"I'll be wrapping up today's stream now."

-Already?
-What's your broadcast schedule?

"I stream from 2 PM to 3 PM."

I answer the viewer asking about my streaming hours.

-Only one hour?
-That's too short. Please make it longer.
-So you'll be streaming tomorrow too, right?

Stream tomorrow too?

"Of course. Unless something important comes up, I'll be streaming every day."

When I retired, I planned to dedicate myself to streaming.
I admit that my original intentions have changed.
I never expected to fall in love with someone.
But having her in my life doesn't mean I'll stop streaming.

"Thank you all for watching my stream today. Have a wonderful day."

I press the end button while giving my closing remarks.

"Are you finished?"
"Thank you for joining me on the stream today."
"No, I should be thanking you for offering this opportunity to a bored old man like me."

Though he says he's grateful, he looks tired.
When I first started streaming, it was just me, Cha Ah-Ram, and even I found it exhausting to keep talking.
It must have been especially difficult for Kim Se-Bong who had never done anything like this before.
I carefully ask him:

"Are you tired?"
"Just a bit fatigued from talking so much?"
He answers with a gentle smile.

"You'll get used to it with practice."
"Hahaha. Look at you! You're asking me to come back again, aren't you?"
"Is that how it sounded? Haha."

I laugh with him while cleaning up the desk, gathering the empty water bottles and chocolate wrappers. A question comes to mind, and I ask:

"Sir, I have something to ask you."
"Young-Seok, how long do you plan to keep calling me 'sir'?"

He questions me, apparently disliking the formal title I've been using.

"As I've mentioned before, I haven't 'signed' yet."
"...Good grief, signing, signing... I'm not asking you to call me father. Just use something other than 'sir'."
"I'm sorry."
"...No, it's fine. Just don't call me 'sir' anymore."

I apologize to him as he shows his displeasure, and I contemplate what to call him instead.

*What would be appropriate?*

While thinking, a word flashes through my mind.

*Senior?*

Since he's a first-generation Hunter who became one before anyone else, calling Kim Se-Bong "Senior" seems appropriate. Just as I'm about to say it—

*Isn't that too formal?*

Senior.
It's certainly an appropriate title for this situation.
But it feels like it creates distance between us, so I hold off on using it and reconsider.

"Aren't you overthinking this?"
"Well..."
"You don't need to be so formal. I'd prefer something comfortable."

Though he says that, he's really urging me to quickly come up with a more casual form of address.

"Ah...!"
"Did you think of something?"
"...father."
"What did you say?"
"How about Grandfather?"

Grandfather.
Unlike Father, Grandfather is a term used for respected elders and seems quite appropriate for this situation.

"Grandfather. Grandfather..."

Kim Se-Bong repeats the word to himself, then smiles.

"I like it."
"Then I'll call you Grandfather from now on."
"Good. Now, didn't you have a question earlier?"
"Ah! Yes, I did."
"Go ahead and ask."

He seems satisfied with being called Grandfather and encourages me to speak with a bright smile. After taking a short breath, I ask:

"...I want to know about SS-class dungeons."
"Hmm...? Why are you asking about SS-class dungeons? You can't even enter them."

Kim Se-Bong tilts his head at my question.

"...I just want to know."
"Just? Just because? You?"

He studies my face with a puzzled expression, then his complexion darkens.

"Don't, don't tell me...? No, right? Young-Seok, that's not it, right?"

He repeatedly asks "that's not it, right?" while examining my expression.

"...I don't know what you're talking about."

I firmly deny his trembling inquiry.

"...If you're asking me about SS-class dungeons because you want to follow Cha Ah-Ram in there, I won't tell you anything."
"That's not it."
"Then why! Why are you asking me about SS-class dungeons? You're a C-class Hunter. And not even combat-type, but support-type! You can't even solo an F-class dungeon, let alone a C-class one, so why..."
"...Am I not allowed to know about SS-class dungeons?"
"...Young-Seok, that's..."

I know.
I'm a C-class Hunter.
A support-type who can't even kill a single monster.
I've lived as a Porter who can't solo even C-class dungeons, let alone SS-class ones.

"I'm a Hunter too! I'm... a Hunter too."

Emotions I've kept buried deep inside burst out.

"....."

Kim Se-Bong looks at me with a pitiful expression as I shout.

*I know...*

Even expressing these emotions is a luxury for someone like me.

"...Young-Seok."
"...If you don't want to teach me, that's fine."

For the first time, I who have always moved for others, get angry and head straight to my room.


* * *


Cheonmun Guild Headquarters.

"...So what's your purpose in coming to me? Don't tell me... you want me to convince the old man? You didn't come here for such nonsense, did you?"
"Vice Guild Master!"

Kim Se-Bong, his face flushed red, shouts at Cha Ah-Ram who glares at him with a cold expression.

"How dare you shout! And you have the nerve to come to me after talking to the old man like that? Should I smash your head in?"
"You know it too! SS-class dungeons are completely different from other dungeons! No matter how strong you are, you can't protect Young-Seok inside an SS-class dungeon!"

Kim Se-Bong faces Cha Ah-Ram's killing intent without flinching and instead stands up, releasing his own aura.

"You dare release your aura in front of me? Do you really want to die? I'll give you three seconds. If you withdraw your aura and sit down within three seconds, I'll mercifully only take one of your arms..."
"If I were Young-Seok's lover! No!!! If I truly loved him! I would never take him into an SS-class dungeon."

Despite her final warning with a scowl, he instead warns her.

"...What did you just say?"
"I said if you love him, you wouldn't take him into an SS-class dungeon."
"You're doubting my love..."
"Then why are you trying to take Young-Seok into an SS-class dungeon despite having the 'Compression' ability?!"

Kim Se-Bong had been agonizing over this all the way to the Cheonmun headquarters.
Until now, he had helped Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok's relationship, but this was different.

SS-class dungeon.

Though Cha Ah-Ram cleared it alone, that was only because her ability matched well with the dungeon.
Even she, with her Compression ability considered the strongest, took two weeks to clear the SS-class dungeon.

Two weeks. Two weeks!!

Taking two weeks suggests the enormous size of the dungeon and countless monsters within.
Of course, she might not have felt any danger.
She cleared it safely without even a scratch.

But...
But!!!

The Compression ability doesn't have any function to protect companions.
It only has functions to cut, tear, and crush enemies, yet she wants to take Young-Seok in there?

"Young-Seok is not your body."
"....."
"Nor is he even your ability."
"...So?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been emanating killing intent toward Kim Se-Bong, quietly asks him.

"Why are you making that judgment? Did you ask the old man?"
"Obviously, Young-Seok would die if he entered even an A-class dungeon, let alone an SS-class one."
"So why are you making that judgment?"
"...You're out of your mind?"

Seeing the red flames flickering in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, Kim Se-Bong makes a disgusted face and turns away.

Crack!

"You don't even deserve to lo— Hng!!!"

As Kim Se-Bong takes a step, his body wavers and he nearly falls to his left knee, but barely manages to summon his Holy Sword ability to counter Cha Ah-Ram's Compression.

"Out of my mind?"
"...You, you don't even deserve to love—"
"You don't know anything about the old man."
"...What?"

Cha Ah-Ram rises from her seat, approaches him, and speaks to him as he points his Holy Sword at her.

"And what's ridiculous is me. Didn't you say you owed me before? Yet you point your sword at me?"
"....."

Despite her response, Kim Se-Bong doesn't lower his Holy Sword.

Ting!
Crash!

She flicks her finger toward the Holy Sword, and it shatters like glass, turning into light.
Though his Holy Sword is recalled, he doesn't summon it again and silently watches her, his complexion returning to normal as he asks her again.

"What did you mean by that? That I don't know anything about Young-Seok?"
"Exactly what I said. You only know my old man as kind, nothing more."

Kim Young-Seok, who lived 31 years, 11 of them as a Hunter at the bottom of hell.
Wanting to know him, Cha Ah-Ram tried to discover everything about him.

"Not deserving to love?"
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram, with wide eyes:

"Do you know the frustration of a C-class Hunter? Do you know what thoughts kept the old man going as a Porter for 11 years?!"
"....."

There's a saying:

[Once you draw your sword, you must cut something.]

She had always been suspicious of him, who acted as if he had no desire for wealth or fame and always sacrificed himself for others.

Jealousy, inferiority, envy, and so on.

Kim Young-Seok never showed any negative emotions.
At first, she briefly thought he was like her, but seeing him clearly express joy and sadness, she abandoned that idea.

Then what is it?
Why doesn't he harbor the negative emotions that normal people would show?

Curious about Kim Young-Seok, Cha Ah-Ram tried to find out and eventually faced one truth.

"...The reason he endured as a Porter for 11 years? That was for others, for the world...? Huh?"

Kim Se-Bong, who had been muttering at Cha Ah-Ram's words, finally realizes something and looks at her with a shocked expression.

"The old man..."

Cha Ah-Ram whispers quietly with sad eyes:

"He cut it off."
"...That's, that's possible..."
"He had to do it to survive."

In a world where all he could do with his ability to reduce an object's weight by half was be a Porter.
Because showing negative emotions to others would be a shortcut to death if he wanted to survive.

'Young-Seok's dream? He said he wanted to see an SS-class dungeon before he died. Well, it's an impossible dream...'

The first day they went to a pub together.
That was the answer she heard from his colleague who had shared life and death with him, accompanied by a bitter smile.

"You don't know."
"....."

Kim Se-Bong, born as an S-class like her, stands dazed as she passes by him.

"And you think I'd take the old man somewhere dangerous? Don't be ridiculous. Don't worry, I'm here."

The strongest Hunter.
The pinnacle of S-class.
The worst Witch.

She, with all these titles, speaks with confidence.
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"...Why?"

The best ability as a Porter, but the worst ability as a Hunter.

Why on earth!!!

Why did I draw a non-combat ability from among countless abilities?

[Half Reduction]

'If it had been a combat ability...'

If it had been a physical ability, I could have saved my parents. I barely cleared the F-rank dungeon and went home, but it was too late.

"...You think I wanted to become a Porter?"

I sacrificed myself only because of guilt for not saving my parents. I'm a human with proper emotions too.

When no one was looking, I always felt jealousy, inferiority, self-blame, and frustration. And even after retirement, those feelings never faded.

"I want to be strong."

I wanted to become a high-ranking Hunter who could 'directly' kill monsters like other high-ranking Hunters. Then, miraculously, an Elixir appeared before me. Whether it was divine mischief or not, the Elixir that Cha Ah-Ram, my lover, forcibly fed me changed my body.

Crack!

When I grip the desk with all my might, a corner breaks off.

"With this strength..."

Of course, my body has become stronger due to the Elixir, but at best I'm only B-rank. It won't make any difference in an SS-rank dungeon, but nevertheless, I want to enter it with her.

Bzzzzt!

Lost in thought, I come to my senses from the vibration on my thigh and take out my phone from my pocket.

[My Eternal Love]

"Changed it again, I see. Hello?"

I answer the phone, noticing the changed name.

"What are you doing, Ahjussi?"
"Me? Just waiting for you."

I push my dark emotions deep inside again and speak to her with a voice full of warmth.

"Waiting for me? I'll come right now!"
"No, finish your business first and come at your leisure."
"Don't you want to see me?"
"It's not that. I just don't want to cause trouble for the Cheonmun Guild because of me."

It was my fault that the Cheonmun Guild relocated from Seoul to Goseong, and I'd been informed by the Chief Of Staff that her work as Vice Guild Master had piled up because of me.

"Hiing."
"Don't cry. Instead, if you finish quickly and come, I'll grant you one wish."
"A wish? Really?"
"I'll grant it as long as it's within my capabilities..."
"Okay! I'll finish quickly and come!"
"I'll be waiting."
"Ahjussi, wait just a little. I'll finish quickly and run to you."

Unlike before, now everything she says is so cute, pretty, and lovable. Without realizing it, I smile.

"Ah-Ram, you know I love you a lot, right?"
"...M-me too! I love you so~ much, Ahjussi."

When I naturally confess my love, she remains silent for a moment before hurriedly shouting that she loves me.

* * *

Bang.

"Ahjussi!!!"

After roughly opening the front door and entering, I hurriedly head to the bedroom where my lover is.

"You'll get hurt running like that."

Swoosh.

As the bedroom door opens, I throw myself into his arms and breathe in his scent.

"I'll get hurt?"
"...That's right."
"I finished super quickly!"
"Well done."

When I see his smiling face, all the stress I've been feeling seems to melt away like snow.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"You said you'd grant my wish if I finished quickly, right?"
"Are you going to tell me now?"
"Yes."
"What's your wish?"

As he embraces me tightly with both arms, I feel his heartbeat and talk about my wish.

"I want to have a ba—"
"Denied."
"I knew it wouldn't work."
"If you make that kind of wish, I definitely won't—"
"A date."
"Huh?"
"Let's go on a date."

When I try testing him with something I know will be rejected, he immediately makes a stern face and refuses. Then I tell him my real wish.

"A date? Your wish is a date?"
"Yes. Go on a date with me."
"Even without it being a wish..."
"You'll do it, right?"
"Hmm..."

When I ask again, Ahjussi narrows his eyes and stares intently at my face.

"You're up to something?"
"...No, I'm not."
"No, you definitely are. I'm sure of it."

Even though I deny it, he seems convinced that there's something hidden behind the date request and looks into my eyes with a calm gaze.

"...I'll go on a date with you."
"R-really? No taking it back."
"I won't take it back. So tell me your real purpose."

After looking into my eyes, Ahjussi finally nods in agreement and urges me to tell him my real purpose.

"Ahjussi, let's go on a date to India next Monday."
"...Huh? What did you say? Can you repeat that?"

When I reveal my true purpose, Ahjussi asks again with a dumbfounded expression. If it were someone else asking me to repeat myself, I would have cut their throat, but since it's Ahjussi, I'll tell him again.

"Let's go on a date to India."
"India? The India I know?"
"Yes."
"Why India all of a sudden?"
"Do you remember when I mentioned going abroad before?"
"Before? Hmm... Oh? That's right. I remember you saying we should go abroad."

When he says he remembers, relief washes over me.

"I mentioned it before, and you said you'd grant my wish, so let's go on a date to India next week."
"I'll go. But why India all of a sudden?"
"....."

I've been thinking about it a lot.
Whether I should take Ahjussi to an SS-rank dungeon or not.
An SS-rank dungeon that the Indian government entrusted to me.
And a dangerous dungeon where a Wave might occur.
I hesitated a lot about going in with Ahjussi.
I boldly promised Kim Se-Bong that I could protect him, but the situation is unpredictable.

"Ah-Ram?"
"....."

Despite Ahjussi calling me again, I keep hesitating, my lips trembling, unsure whether to tell him or not.

"What's this about? Tell me."
"...Ahjussi."
"Yes, Ah-Ram. Tell me."
"There's an SS-rank dungeon in India."
"...SS-rank dungeon?"

His smiling expression hardens at the mention of an SS-rank dungeon.

"To be precise, let's go on a date to the SS-rank dungeon that appeared in India."
"......"

After much deliberation, I decided to take him to the SS-rank dungeon.
It's not because I don't love him.
It's not because I don't care about him.

'Protect.' 'Love.' 'Cherish.' These and other emotions I've never experienced before filled my heart like a tidal wave.

'I'm not your toy!!!'

Ahjussi said he wasn't my toy.

'I want to be with you. You know what "together" means, right?'

[Together]

Ahjussi, who told me—someone who had always been alone for 21 years—that he wanted to be together. Although I found it more comfortable to be alone than to move with others, it was the warmest word I'd ever heard.

"Ahjussi."
"...Ah-Ram, you want me to enter an SS-rank dungeon with you? Me, a C-rank? That's absurd. Hahaha... I'll just be a burden to you."
"Ahjussi."
"...You know well that you could be in danger too, right? Last time, I just casually said I'd go with you because I was scared. You know that well. So let's forget about this and later you can take me to a lower-rank dungeon..."
"Ahjussi!!!"
"....."

I hug him tightly and shout as he rambles on with unfocused eyes, making him close his mouth firmly.

"Let's go together."
"....."
"I'll protect you. No, you protect me."
"...How can I, a C-rank, protect you?"
"....."

He responds to my request for protection after maintaining silence.

"You want me, with a non-combat ability and physical abilities that are only B-rank even after drinking the Elixir you gave me, to protect you, who's called the pinnacle of S-rank? Are you joking?"

Ah... he finally brought it out.
The side of Ahjussi I've been looking for.
The emotion that any ordinary person would have.

'Inferiority complex.'

Of course, I fell for him as he lived hiding his inferiority complex.
This is true, but...

'Miss, if you live without expressing your emotions, you're not human.'
'Of course, you can live hiding them. But there's a limit to that.'
'Even if it doesn't show on the outside, the inside would be burnt black.'
'So Miss... if you truly love him, don't just love his admirable side, but also love the ugly side he's hiding.'

Park Secretary... hiring you has been most useful in the half-year I've had you.

"Ah-Ram... so I..."
"Ahjussi."

I break away from his embrace, place both hands on his shoulders, and stare intently into his wavering eyes.

"...I'm only useful as a Porter."
"Ahjussi, look at my eyes."
"....."

As I gently shake his shoulders and ask him to look at my eyes, his clouded gaze turns toward my face.

"I've always entered dungeons alone because I couldn't trust anyone."
"....."
"But I trust you more than myself."
"...Ah! Y-you can clear it alone, right? You cleared an SS-rank dungeon alone last time..."
"This dungeon is impossible for that."
"...What do you mean? Impossible?"
"The SS-rank dungeon in India that we need to clear now is for two people."

While most dungeons can be entered alone, occasionally dungeons with personnel restrictions appear.

"...T-then, one of your guild members..."
"I can't trust my guild members either."

When I tell him again that I can't even trust my guild members and that I only trust him, he hangs his head.

"...Do it."
"What?"
"I can't. No, I won't."
"...Ahjussi?"
"How can I do it! How can I, who has lived as a Porter, suddenly enter an SS-rank dungeon? Does that make any sense?"
"Ahjussi."
"So leave me behind."

As he turns around and opens the door to leave, I shout at his retreating back.

"Is that really what you wanted?!"
"....."
"I told you a Wave will occur soon."
"....."
"Innocent citizens will die."

He stops walking at my words.
Honestly, I don't care whether citizens die or not, but Ahjussi does.

"...Wave?"
"Yes, the request came to me because a Wave is expected to occur soon."

He has lived hiding his inferiority complex, killing his jealousy, and pretending not to be frustrated, but nevertheless, it's true that he sacrificed himself for others for 11 years.

"So Ahjussi, come with me. Please?"

Ahjussi.
I'll love your ugly side too.
So...

'Will you love my ugly side that will be revealed someday too?'
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I was secretly happy when she asked me to join her in the SS-rank dungeon.

But... I can't go.

If I went into an SS-rank dungeon with Ah-Ram, I'd only hold her back.

I refused precisely because my presence could endanger us both. But she persisted, relentlessly trying to convince me until she finally said something I couldn't ignore.

"...What did you just say?"
"A Wave is coming soon."
"From the SS-rank dungeon?"
"You know what happens if an SS-rank dungeon has a Wave outbreak in India, right? The entire country could be wiped off the map. And not just India—neighboring countries... even our country could be in danger."

I know this all too well.
All surviving Hunters would know.

The smallest country in the world.
A country that serves God.
Where the Pope resides.
The only country that cannot wage war.
A country that cannot arrest criminals.

[Papal States]

Five years ago.
A civilian discovered a dungeon portal while exploring beneath St. Peter's Basilica.
At that time, the concept of Waves was understood, but technology wasn't advanced enough to predict when a Wave would occur.
Especially, no one could predict what rank the dungeon would be.
To determine the dungeon's rank and assess the monster population, the Pope requested Hunter support from the Hunter Association, which dispatched Hunters from countries worldwide.

Two S-rank Hunters were sent from our country.

"Strongman" Kim Min-Sik.
"Iron Wall" Lee Ri-Won.

Both were frontline physical ability users from the same guild with excellent teamwork, so they headed to the Papal States.

[Breaking news. The Hunters Kim Min-Sik and Lee Ri-Won, dispatched to handle the dungeon beneath St. Peter's Basilica... have died.]

"Our country's pride"

Just one day after arriving at the Papal States.
In just one day, all 30 Hunters—9 S-rank and 21 A-rank—were wiped out.
It was enough firepower to clear a normal SS-rank dungeon with ease, but they were unlucky.
As soon as they entered, the blue portal entrance turned red, rapidly expanded, and monsters began pouring out in swarms.

The dungeon entrance grew enormously wide.
Meanwhile, the Papal States only had the 9 S-rank and 21 A-rank Hunters dispatched by the Association.
They gritted their teeth and fought the emerging monsters while waiting for reinforcements, but ultimately... they were annihilated.

"When a Wave occurs, all monsters inside the dungeon increase in rank by at least one level."

In other words, the SS-rank dungeon became SSS-rank due to the Wave.
Back then, before Ah-Ram existed, countless Hunters surrounded the Papal States for half a year, desperately fighting to contain the emerging monsters.

Finally, after exactly 180 days, the Wave that had originated from the dungeon's saturation subsided as monster numbers decreased, returning to its original SS-rank, and they barely managed to contain it.

1,744 dead.
3,110 injured.

And...

Italy, Switzerland, Austria, and Greece were destroyed, while France, Spain, Bulgaria, Romania, Germany, and many other countries suffered severe damage.

All because of a single dungeon.

"Then all the more reason for you to take me and one S-rank guild member..."
"No."
"Huh?"

Her beautiful eyes meet mine.

"If it's not you, I won't go."
"Cha Ah-Ram!!!"

This isn't about pride.
I erase all traces of my inadequate emotions that had briefly surfaced and shout at her.

"They requested your help, right?! You need to go quickly! If a Wave breaks out, countless lives will be lost!"
"What does that have to do with me?"
"...Huh? What do you mean? Obviously..."
"Ahjussi. Whether people live or die, I only care about you."
"....."

Ah...
I'd forgotten until now.
Her true nature.
She loves me more than anyone in the world, cherishes me, and tries to understand me, but that's only for me.
She sees everyone except me as toys or bugs. Forgetting this, I lower my head, at a loss for words.

"If you don't go, I won't go either."
"...What about the request?"
"The request? Hmm..."

After briefly considering my question, she smiles brightly.

"I'll decline it. If I refuse, they'll request another S-rank Hunter, right?"
"....."

It's obvious why the Indian government requested Ah-Ram.
Her overwhelming strength.
She's the most powerful in this world, having cleared an SS-rank dungeon alone.
Meanwhile, other Hunters of her rank have never cleared one solo.
Recently, I heard news that seven S-rank Hunters cleared an SS-rank dungeon in Finland's capital after 25 days, but that was the minimum.

"You know too, Ahjussi. It takes time to dispatch S-rank Hunters."
"....."

I know.
It's only natural.
What country would send their top Hunters, who ensure national defense, to support another country?
Especially to an SS-rank dungeon on the verge of a Wave outbreak, where survival is uncertain.

"And even if they found someone, would they work well together?"

As she trails off, my chest feels increasingly tight.
Honestly, I don't care what happens to India either.
It was hard enough protecting our country for 11 years—India? Don't joke.
Besides, I'm not a Hunter anymore.
I'm just a civilian who retired, shedding all responsibilities.

But...

"Ah-Ram, that's exactly why you should go and clear it."
"Then you'll come with me to the SS-rank dungeon, right?"
"....."

Having lived more years atoning for my sins than the 20 years I lived freely, I finally decide to enter the SS-rank dungeon with her.


* * *


"Are you upset?"
"...No."
"Come on, Ahjussi, you're definitely upset."

During our late dinner, while eating reheated soybean paste soup with rolled eggs and side dishes, she sits beside me, gently poking my cheek with her finger.

"I'm really not."

I don't feel disappointed with her.
Rather, it was a chance for self-reflection.

*I've been too careless.*

I love her.
That's an undeniable truth.
But even loving her, I shouldn't forget her essential nature.

The sweet gaze and bright smile that Cha Ah-Ram shows are exclusively for "Kim Young-Seok."
One reason I accepted her was to make life a little easier for myself, my acquaintances, and the world.

*I need to stay alert.*

"Ahjussi!"
"...Huh? What?"
"Are you really going to be like this?"

She puffs her cheeks and puts her hands on her waist, expressing her anger.

"But you tried to break your promise. You clearly promised to go together before, but suddenly said you wouldn't..."
"I'm really not upset."
"...Really?"
"Yes, really. So let's eat."
"You're not just pretending not to be upset, are you?"
"Am I you? I'm really not, so..."
"Then kiss me."
"....."

She pouts her lips, asking for a kiss.

"N-now?"
"Yes, kiss me now."
"....."

My gaze naturally falls on her plump lips.

"Won't you kiss me? Then I'll assume you're upset..."
"I will! I will, but..."

As I pause and stare at her, she tilts her head to the left.

"You will, but? What's the problem...?"
"Nothing."

I shake my head and lean toward her.

*Smooch.*

"...Huh? That's it?"

After the brief kiss, Cha Ah-Ram, whose eyes had naturally closed, raises her eyebrows and speaks sharply.

"Ahjussi, don't cheat. Do it again! Not short! Long! Deep! Not just a peck, but with sounds like 'smooch~slurp'!"

Showing her shameless side when it comes to me, she describes kissing sounds with her mouth, urging me to do it again.

*I usually avoid kissing while eating...*

You never know what your breath might smell like, and exchanging food particles seems strange.
I tried to avoid such situations, but she keeps insisting, unsatisfied with what I just did.

Can't be helped.

*Gulp.*

I grab a cup of water from my right, rinse my mouth thoroughly to remove any particles, then grab her neck and pull her toward me.

"Ah!!!"

Her eyes widen in surprise at being pulled, then gradually close as she wraps her arms around my waist.

*Smooch.*

I start by gently touching her teeth with my tongue, but she can't wait and her tongue catches mine, pulling it into her mouth as we intertwine and exchange saliva.

*Slurp.*

As we explore each other's mouths for a while...

*Creeeeak.*

The front door opens, and our eyes, which had closed during the kiss, open and turn toward the entrance.
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Kim Se-Bong quietly enters the living room.

"......"

The moment our eyes meet, I feel awkward and avoid his gaze.

Thud, thud.

Creeeeak.

"Ahjussi?"

Once Kim Se-Bong seems to have gone into his room and I can no longer sense his presence, she looks at me with a strange expression.

"What's wrong? Did that old man say something to you? If he did, I'll tear his limbs apart right now..."
"It's nothing like that, don't worry."

Though her words are fierce, concern drips from her eyes. I hold her hand to calm her down.

"Then... shall we continue what we were doing?"
"...Let's eat first."

She tries to tempt me by tickling the back of my hand that's holding hers, but I resist.

* * *

"Ahhh~"
"Thanks."

She enters the room, sits beside me, and uses a fork to pick up a piece of apple carved into a rabbit shape, placing it in my mouth.
As I chew the sweet and sour apple, I look at some documents displayed on the computer screen.

"A Miasma-Type Dungeon..."

She naturally links arms with me and mutters while examining the documents I was looking at.
Before we entered the dungeon, the Indian government sent us information about the SS-rank dungeon.
They had sent an advance team to gather various details about the dungeon environment, monsters that spawn there, and other information.

The documents contain extensive information.
And the part I'm reading now is the most dangerous.

"What was the environment like in the dungeon you went to before?"
"The SS-rank dungeon I went to?"
"Yes, the one you cleared recently."
"It was a water-type dungeon."
"I see."

Dungeons have many different environments. The most common and easiest to clear are plain-type and maze-type dungeons.
Plain-type dungeons are wide open, making movement easier, but monsters tend to swarm in large groups. Maze-type dungeons have numerous passages like a labyrinth, making them time-consuming to navigate.

Among the various dungeon types, the two most difficult and dangerous are water-type dungeons and the miasma-type dungeon we're about to enter.

"Can you handle it?"

A question loaded with meaning.
She understands my intention and makes an ambiguous expression.

"I'm not sure."
"You don't know either?"
"Even in the water-type dungeon, we were only able to clear it with continuous support from outside."
"Support?"
"Yes, we constantly received oxygen tanks. Moving underwater was difficult, but breathing was the hardest part."

Despite her troubled expression, she stabs another piece of apple with her fork and puts it in my mouth.

"I've experienced a miasma-type dungeon at A-rank before. But the miasma was only in the boss room, so I used my ability to distort space and killed the boss right away. It wasn't difficult. But in this document..."
"Yes, there's miasma fog from the entrance."

In the video attached to the document, Hunters' skin turns green as soon as they enter, and they all collapse.

[Poison Hazard Level: ★★★★★]

"Hmm... since it's gaseous, it could be absorbed through sweat pores too. We'll need to wear special protective suits."
"Will the protective suits hold up?"
"The document says there's a Safety Zone within an hour's distance, so we need to minimize monster contact until we reach it."

With her ability, all monsters in her sight would be twisted, torn apart, and turned to dust, but there's always the possibility of something unexpected.

*If a Wave hits while we're heading to the boss, the rank could increase.*

It's a major risk to take.

"Minimize? Shouldn't we maximize encounters instead?"

Click.

Disagreeing with me, she places her hand over mine on the mouse and starts moving it.

"It says here, 'Please eliminate as many monsters as possible.'"
"I know they want us to reduce the number of monsters to lower the Wave risk."
"Then why did you say we should meet fewer monsters on the way to the Safety Zone? I thought you'd want to delay the Wave as much as possible while clearing the dungeon."

She sharply points out the contradiction in my words.

"Why?"
"Yes, tell me why. Why are you trying to clear with minimal monster kills... Ahjussi? Is there something on my face?"

Feeling my gaze, she touches her face.

"I don't want things to be hard for you."
"...What?"

Smirk.

I saw that smile creeping up.
Pretending she didn't hear what I just said because she wants to hear it again, I put my mouth to the ear of this mischievous Ah-Ram and repeat myself.

"I don't want things to be hard for you."
"...Really?"
"Of course!"

An SS-rank dungeon in India that could become a global threat.

Nobility.
Sacrifice.

Without any grand reasons, Cha Ah-Ram is entering with me simply because I said I was going.

"Why?"

To Ah-Ram, who knows what I mean but still wants to hear it, I smile and say:

"Because I love you too much. I want you to stay healthy and smiling by my side for a long time."
"...Ahjussi."

Drip.

"...What's wrong?"

When tears start flowing from Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, I hurriedly wipe them away with my fingers.

"I'm just so happy."
"....."

Her heart seems to be overflowing with emotion as she presses both hands against her chest and gives me a crescent moon smile.

"It's the first time I've heard you ask me to stay by your side."
"....."

Born to first-generation S-rank parents, she grew up wanting for nothing.

*Having money doesn't mean happiness.*

I know that better than anyone.
Compared to her, I might as well be a beggar, but compared to the average person, I'm wealthy too.
I have a lot of money earned over 11 years of living near death, but I've never once felt happy because of it.

My parents who gave birth to me, raised me, and made room for me to walk alongside them on their narrow path.
Without my parents, who were my everything, money held no meaning in my life.

"...Thank you. And I love you."

Though I hear these words from her every day, they sound special today.

"I love you too."

Smooch.

I kiss her tear-wet eyes and turn my attention back to the monitor.

"Let's continue."

Tap tap.

Since we've scheduled for next week, time is tight. She taps my shoulder with her finger, but I pretend not to notice as I try to examine the dungeon information. However, wanting to continue the current mood, she grabs my shoulders and turns me around.

"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram looks at me with blazing eyes.

"Ah-Ram? First..."
"How long are you going to keep refusing me?"
"That's..."
"If you like me."

As if a switch has been flipped, she puts her arms under my knees as I sit in the chair and lifts me up.

"Ah, Ah-Ram, wait... wait...!"

Splash.

Cha Ah-Ram throws me onto the bed in the corner.

"Just calm down..."
"...Calm down?"

After throwing me on the bed, Ah-Ram climbs up and toddles toward me.

"Let's wait until after we're married..."
"Ahjussi, do you want to lose me?"

In response to my suggestion to wait until marriage, she makes an unexpected statement.

"What do you mean? Lose you?"
"In novels and comics, the heroine who likes an indecisive protagonist always gets stolen by either a Blonde Chad or some pot-bellied old man. Do you want me to be stolen by people like that?"
"...W-what kind of comparison is that..."
"You don't want that, right?"
"....."

The moment I imagine it briefly, anger begins to boil deep in my chest.

"I appreciate the value of premarital chastity. I like that you cherish me. I can feel how much you love me. You want to treat me preciously. But you know what?"

By now, she's climbed on top of me as I lie on the bed, stroking my chest with her finger and staring at me with burning eyes.

"I want you, Ahjussi. I prefer being loved over being cherished!"
"....."
"I won't give in anymore."

Feeling like I'm really going to be taken if I stay still, I try to raise my arm to do something, but she seems to have anticipated my move and pins my wrists down with her hands.

"Leave it to me."
"...A-Ah-Ram?"
"I'll make you feel good."

With a seductive expression, she lays herself over my body.

* * *

Huff... huff...

Using my arm as a pillow, Cha Ah-Ram sleeps facing me, her beautiful face visible.

"Mmm..."

Beads of sweat form on her straight nose bridge. When I wipe them away with my hand, she stirs, perhaps ticklish, and burrows deeper into my body.

"Sigh..."

There's no turning back now.

"Ah-Ram... what should I do with you?"

Now I can clearly set my priorities.
I love Cha Ah-Ram as much as my parents.
No matter what evil deeds she's committed, to my eyes, she's my fresh and lovely partner.

But...

*I'm too inadequate.*

Cha Ah-Ram, who surpasses S-rank, and me, a former C-rank Hunter with only B-rank physical abilities and C-rank non-combat abilities despite drinking the Elixir.

I thought the end of this love would inevitably be nothing but ashes.

*Back then, to someone else...*

I thought she might go to someone else, not me.

Then I'd smile and let her go.
I'd congratulate that relationship.

I resolved this over and over.
Even though just thinking about it tore my heart apart, I believed it was karma for this presumptuous love and my fate.

"I love you. I love you. Ah-Ram, I love you so much."

I whisper into the ear of the woman sleeping soundly in my arms.

Drip.

My vision becomes blurry, but I continue to whisper in her ear.

"I love Cha Ah-Ram. I will love you forever. Cha Ah-Ram, Young-Seok... forever..."

Forever.

This word could become a heavy shackle for her.
Thinking that everything she wants to do could be restricted because of me makes my chest tight, and I can't continue speaking.

"I love you... you..."

At that moment, she lifts her head from my arms and our eyes meet.

"I love you."

She smiles brightly.

"...I love you."

With her smile, I shed all the plans I was going to burden myself with and answer her.

Ch.69 - Dungeon Preparation. (5)
96 hours before entering the SS-rank dungeon.

"Just 5 minutes. Just 5 minutes...!"
"You've been saying '5 minutes' since yesterday, you know? You need to stop working now. If you keep this up, I really won't allow it anymore, okay?"

I warn her as she clings to me on the bed, preventing me from getting up.

"Huh...?! Ahjussi! Shouldn't I be the one saying that? How can you say that to me! I'm really disappointed. Hmph!"
"....."

She turns her head away as if upset, but her arms around me tighten even more.

"Sigh... Ah-Ram, we have to enter the SS-rank dungeon next week. Now, let's be serious..."
"Just a little. Can't we stay like this just a little longer? Hm? Hm? Ahjussi~ Please~"
"...Really~ Really just 5 minutes, okay?"
"So you're really only giving me 5 minutes? That's so mean!"
"If it's mean, then go research your materials now."
"No, no. Let's make it exactly 5 more minutes. Ahjussi is the best! Hehe..."

I sigh and tell her to be serious, but she acts cute and shakes my heart. When I reluctantly agree to stay in bed for exactly 5 more minutes, she buries her face in my chest with a happy expression.

*I want to be with her too...*

I'm a person too, and a man.
Of course I want to be with the woman I love.
The time we spend together is truly happy.
But we have to do what needs to be done.

Noblesse oblige.

I have no intention of forcing life-threatening responsibilities on Ah-Ram, who already faces restrictions because of me.
Rather, I don't want to let her enter the dungeon at all.
No matter how strong she is, in my eyes, she's still a woman.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"

With her eyes closed, feeling my hand stroking her hair, she opens her eyes slightly and answers.

"...Never mind."

21 years old.
Having awakened just over a year ago, she was forced upon humanity because of her Compression ability.

"Ahjussi, it's really annoying when you start saying something and then stop."
"Am I annoying you?"
"No, no, I didn't mean you're annoying..."

I press my finger on the bridge of her nose with a mischievous expression, and she gets flustered.

"So I am annoying?"
"That's not what I meant."
"Then this annoying old man should get up now."
"That's not what I meant!"

Without showing a smile, I get up from the bed.

"Aren't you hungry?"
"A little?"
"What do you want to eat?"
"Hmm... Ahjussi's love?"

My love, she says.

"You'll become a pig, is that okay?"
"As long as you don't mind."
"Why would I mind? I actually prefer women with some meat on them like you, rather than skinny women."
"...What? You're saying I'm chubby? Heeeng."

At the word "chubby," she quickly sits up and pinches her thighs, arms, and stomach with a tearful expression.

"Ah, no. Not chubby, just right."
"You still meant I'm fat."

That's not what I meant...

"That's not what I meant."
"Fine. This fat pig will be quiet now..."

I was irresponsible to talk about her weight.
While I was wondering how to comfort her, I noticed her lips curling up, and realized she was just joking.

Bonk.

"Ow!"

After giving her a light tap on the head.

"As punishment for joking, I'll make what I want to eat. Remember that."
"Yes~"

Leaving her on the bed, I exit the bedroom first and enter the living room. As I head to the kitchen, I see Kim Se-Bong eating dinner alone at the table.

"......"

What should I say?
We haven't spoken at all since that day.

*I didn't do anything wrong.*

Even though I didn't do anything wrong, I feel awkward as I quietly pass by the table and stand in front of the induction stove in the kitchen.

"Young-Seok."

As I open the refrigerator wondering what to make, I hear Kim Se-Bong calling me.

".....Yes."
"Can we talk?"
"....."

At his request to talk, my head reflexively turns toward him. I see Kim Se-Bong looking at me with bloodshot eyes, like someone who hasn't slept for days.

Screech.

I stop what I'm doing and pull out the chair across from him to sit down.

"...What is it?"

Let's pretend I don't know anything about that incident.

"I'm sorry for what I said to you that day."
"....."
"I wasn't trying to look down on you for being C-rank."
"...I know."

That day, I was hurt by Kim Se-Bong's words.
But ironically, at the same time, I could tell how much he cared about me.

*Any other S-rank Hunter would have killed me instead of worrying.*

When I calmed down, I was actually angry at myself.
Because of the love she gives me, I had let go of the tension I'd been holding for 11 years.
The way for a C-rank Hunter to survive in this world is to stay vigilant and never let your guard down.

*I should reflect on this.*

"I know you said those things for my sake, so you don't need to apologize to me."

Even this current situation—an S-rank Hunter apologizing to a C-rank Hunter—is something other Hunters wouldn't believe.

"How could I not apologize? I definitely hurt you."

Misunderstanding my words as if I was being sarcastic, Kim Se-Bong's face gradually hardens as he apologizes to me again.

"Really, don't worry about it. I'm actually grateful that you spoke to me for my own good."

I'm truly thankful.
The reason I couldn't approach him was because I was embarrassed, not because I had any ill feelings.

"...Is that so? Thank you for saying that."
"You said everything for my sake. If you were indifferent, you wouldn't have cared when I asked about the SS-rank dungeon."
"...You really are kind."

His quiet murmur penetrates my ears.

*Kind, huh...*

In his eyes, I must seem kind.
But I'm not saying this because I'm kind.
It's the social skill I've used with Hunters above me.

*Let's go back to my old self.*

Even though my lover is Cha Ah-Ram, the pinnacle of S-rank, I don't want to be seen as a man who just clings to her for protection.
As a proper man, I want to take care of myself.

"....."
"....."

After his words, an awkward atmosphere flows between us, and we both remain silent. Finally, I stand up first.

"...Enjoy your meal. I need to make dinner for Ah-Ram too."
"Y-Yes, do that."

I turn my head away from him as he awkwardly nods and resumes eating, and I start preparing a simple meal.

"That smells good."

While I'm frying sausages and eggs and boiling beef seaweed soup, Cha Ah-Ram comes out of the bedroom into the living room.

"Did you wash your hands?"
"I did."
"It's ready, so sit down."
"Okay~"

Cha Ah-Ram, who was smiling at me, sits down but suddenly gives Kim Se-Bong, who is finishing his meal and drinking tea, a cold look.

"Hey."
"Do you need something?"
"How can you eat as the perpetrator?"
"Ah-Ram, stop it."

As I try to stop Ah-Ram from picking a fight with Kim Se-Bong, she puffs her cheeks.

"...So annoying. Hey, hurry up and drink that and go inside."

She speaks to Kim Se-Bong in a voice so low that I supposedly can't hear...

"I can hear everything."
"Tsk... Ahjussi! You should pretend you didn't hear."
"Don't bully him."

I place the pot of beef seaweed soup, which gives off a fragrant sesame oil aroma, on the table.

Clatter.

After setting up all the simple side dishes, rice, and tableware on the table, I sit down and hold Ah-Ram's hand as she continues to glare at Kim Se-Bong.

"Aren't you hungry? You haven't eaten anything all day since yesterday. Let's eat before the soup gets cold."
"...It's not like I didn't eat anything."
"Huh? What do you mean? You were with me the whole time."
"...I ate Ahjussi's love... Ow!! Why did you pinch me?!"

At her words, Kim Se-Bong, who had been enjoying his tea with his eyes closed, opens his eyes wide.

"...Don't say unnecessary things and let's eat quickly."

I pinch the back of her hand and tell her to eat quickly, but Kim Se-Bong, who has already heard, smiles brightly.

"So I'll be seeing a grandchild soon?"
"W-What are you saying?"
"What grandchild are you talking about?! Don't just say whatever comes to your mind!"

Kim Se-Bong looks back and forth between me, who is embarrassed, and Ah-Ram, who is angry about the grandchild comment, without even raising an eyebrow.

"I'll name the baby before birth."

He even goes a step further and tells me he'll give the baby a prenatal name.

"...If that happens, I'll leave it to you."
"Stop talking nonsense. I've already thought of names."

My request and Cha Ah-Ram's claim that she's already thought of names come out simultaneously.

"Huh? You've thought of names?"
"Yes, I've already named up to our fifth child."
"....."

My face flushes as she calmly and proudly announces that she's already named up to our fifth child.

"I suppose I should bring that wild ginseng I've been keeping an eye on."
"...Thank you."

I realize once again that Ah-Ram is above me.

"Wild ginseng? The one you mentioned before? You're going to give it to us?"

Ah-Ram, who had been looking at Kim Se-Bong like he was a bug, immediately asks him in a gentle tone at the mention of wild ginseng.

"Heh heh....."

Kim Se-Bong gives a hollow laugh at her changed attitude, then eventually nods.

"An old man like me has no use for it. I'll give it to you."

At his willing agreement, Cha Ah-Ram thinks for a moment.

"...Would you like more of that? If you want more, I can make it for you."
".....!"

She points to his completely empty cup and asks, and the surprised Kim Se-Bong nods with a bewildered expression.

Ch.70 - Dungeon Preparation. (6)
One day... two days...
The day I had to go to India was approaching fast, coming tomorrow.

"Phew....."

I press my tired eyes with my hands after carefully re-reading the materials about the SS-rank Dungeon sent from India.

"What's wrong?"
"...I can't see a solution."
"About leaving the Safety Zone?"
"Yeah."

The miasma on the way from the Dungeon entrance to the Safety Zone, located about an hour's distance inside, is at a level that can't be ignored. But we could endure it with multiple layers of protective gear and gas masks. The problem is what comes after the Safety Zone.

"It says an A-rank Hunter with poison neutralization abilities who entered knowing it was a miasma-type Dungeon died within 10 seconds..."
"Can't we just bring extra protective gear?"

She tilts her head as if it's not a problem at all. I pull her body close to mine and point at the monitor.

[Safety Zone: It is indeed a safe area. However, that doesn't mean there's no miasma. It's just that monsters don't enter. The miasma level is still about half of what's outside the Safety Zone. So don't remove your safety equipment and gas masks.]

"It's gas, not liquid. Even if we seal the spare equipment, the moment we try to change, not only the sealed protective gear but also the equipment we're wearing will be contaminated."
"I can use my Compression Ability to distort space and prevent the miasma from penetrating."

I've already considered Ah-Ram's suggestion. But the space we'd be standing in would already be contaminated with miasma.

"We ourselves would be contaminated with miasma. So space compression wouldn't help much. How have you cleared Dungeons until now? Especially Dungeons with special characteristics?"
"Dungeons with special characteristics? I'd send guild members to gather information about the Dungeon I was entering, then we'd all meet to discuss strategies."

As expected... Cha Ah-Ram's success in clearing Dungeons was clearly supported by the Cheonmun Guild's power. Of course, she could clear the Dungeons themselves because of her supreme Compression Ability, but the guild members' brains made difficult clearances easier.

"We leave tomorrow. Since we don't have an answer now, why don't we go ask your guild?"
"...I don't want to."
"You don't? Why suddenly?"

When I suggest asking for help, she refuses.

"I want to clear this Dungeon with just the two of us, Ahjussi."
"We are the only ones going in, right?"
"That's not what I mean."

Cha Ah-Ram looks at me with wavering eyes.

"It's our first Dungeon together, and I want us to solve it with just our own strength."
"...Don't you remember?"
"Remember what?"
"We entered a Dungeon together before. There was your guild member inside with a camera filming us. And after clearing the Dungeon, I bought you duck for lunch, remember?"
"...I-I don't remember?"

Seeing her awkward smile, I can tell she remembers but is pretending not to.

"You really don't remember?"
"I really~ don't remember."
"Really?"
"..."
"You're not lying to me, are you?"

As I keep staring into her eyes with a deep gaze, she finally avoids my eyes.

"I remember. I'm sorry."
"Then why insist it's our first Dungeon?"
"I wanted to help increase your achievements, Ahjussi."
"...Achievements?"
"Regardless of your abilities, when you clear high-ranked Dungeons, your achievements increase according to your share, and your Hunter rank rises."
"Don't tell me?"

When I ask her with suspicion, Ah-Ram's face turns red and she silently nods.

"...It's nice that you're thinking of me, but I've already retired as a Hunter."
"Even if you retire, achievements still accumulate. And if I go to the Hunter Association myself and ask them to renew your Hunter license, they'll do it."
"Thanks for caring."
"...So?"
"Still no. Let's go to your guild right now and ask for advice."
"Why? If Ahjussi comes up with the strategy on his own... No! Then we could get advice from my guild and announce that Ahjussi came up with the strategy..."
"Ah-Ram."

I'm touched and grateful that she wants to give me all the credit for strategizing an SS-rank Dungeon. But C-rank is just right for me. I know well that receiving a higher Hunter rank would be presumptuous. Just being able to enter an SS-rank Dungeon with the strongest Hunter is an honor in itself. I really don't want to shamelessly claim credit from her guild.

And one more thing.

"I want you... no, us to clear the Dungeon without any injuries."
"...I hate that Ahjussi has to be conscious of other Hunters' gazes because of your low rank."
"..."

At that moment, I hear Cha Ah-Ram's true feelings that I hadn't heard before.

"It's not that I'm embarrassed by your low Hunter rank. Rather, I hate that people look down on you or say you don't match me because of your low rank, even when I'm with you."
"Who said such things?"
"...No one."

When I ask who said such things, angered by the unexpected hurt she received, she speaks in such a tiny voice that even with my enhanced physical abilities, I can barely hear.

"I didn't catch that. Can you say it again?"
"They're... gone now."
"..."

They're gone now. So the people who looked down on me no longer exist.

"..."
"You're probably angry at what I did. But I absolutely don't regret my actions. No matter what you say, Ahjussi."

With bloodshot eyes.

"I'll exterminate any bugs who mock or insult you, even if I don't know about it."
"Even if I absolutely forbid it?"
"Yes, even then."
"Even if I say I'll break up with you if you continue?"
"Will you break up with me?"
"..."

Expressionless. I see it for the first time. Or should I say, it's the first time she's showing me this expression? I've seen that expression many times in photos and videos, but now she's showing it to me as she slowly leaves my embrace and reaches out to hold my face.

"You can never escape me."
"..."
"Because."

She pulls my face closer and puts her lips to my ear.

"You love me, Ahjussi."
"You."
"Hehe."

She pushes my face away while changing from expressionless to smiling.

"So I absolutely cannot yield on this."
"...Alright."

In the end, I bow my head, unable to restrain her.


* * *


["P-please, save me!"]
["I'll do everything you ask, so please...! Let me out of here... Aaagh!!!"]
["M-mom!!! I-it hurts, you son of a... Ugh... Urrrgh...."]

A massive room about 100 pyeong in size. Inside the large rectangular room, blood-covered people are screaming.

"Manager Park."
"Did something happen?"
"Yes."

One of the secretaries monitoring the room through CCTV calls Manager Park, who was working at his desk. Manager Park gets up and approaches the secretary who called him, focusing on the monitor the secretary was watching.

["Sh-should we die together? How? They're preventing us from committing suicide?"]
["...Fortunately, we can still move our remaining arms and legs while struggling. So we attack each other to instantly burst each other's heads or hearts."]
["..."]
["Don't you want to escape the pain? Do you want to slowly dissolve and die by the slimes?"]
["Wh-what if only you die and I survive?"]
["...Then I'll have to ask someone else."]

"They're going to kill each other? Hmm....."

Manager Park swallows as he watches the video.

"What should we do?"
"First, tell them to remove all the slimes we put inside."
"Yes, sir."

The secretary who received Manager Park's order quickly makes a phone call.

Shortly after.

On the CCTV, people carrying large metal boxes enter the room, collect all the slimes wobbling on the floor, and leave again.

"They say they've removed them all."
"Now put them in."
"Should we kill them all?"

Bang.

"Ugh!"
"You blockhead! Do you think the young lady will let us off if we kill those humans? Think a little. Think!"
"...I'm sorry."
"Sigh. It's good that you're trying to work hard, but you know well that we can't make even a small mistake, right?"
"Yes."

A small mistake. In other companies, such things might be laughed off, but here they could lead to death.

"So what should we do?"

The secretary, who averted his gaze slightly while watching the video of people crawling on the floor with only their right arms intact, their left arms and both legs severed, screaming in pain, asks again.

"They absolutely must not kill each other. We need to prevent that and slowly let them become food for the slimes."

They must carry out the young lady's orders to make them food for the slimes while still alive.

"...Poor things."
"You! I told you never to say such things out loud!"

Manager Park shouts in shock after hearing the secretary's murmur.

"But....."
"But? Are you sympathizing with those people right now?"
"..."

Manager Park stares at the secretary who can't say anything for a while, grabbing the back of his neck, and finally breaks the silence.

"Pack your things."
"What?"
"You're fired, so pack your things, you bastard!"
"..."

At Manager Park's shout, all movement in the secretarial office freezes.

After a moment.

"Ha... shit. The rest of you listen carefully too. Our job is to properly carry out the young lady's orders. So don't harbor such pathetic emotions and just do exactly what you're told. Understand?!"
"Yes!"

After watching the fired secretary leave with a box in his arms, the manager warns the remaining secretaries and sits in the fired secretary's seat to look at the monitor.

Gurgle───

The slimes have already returned to the room and are attached to the severed surfaces of the screaming people, slowly... very slowly sucking their bodily fluids.

"Ugh....!"

Even though he's used to it, Manager Park feels nauseous to the point of dry heaving and eventually turns away.

"...At least it's fortunate that she doesn't kill just anyone anymore, unlike before."

Recalling past events, Manager Park shivers and returns to his seat to resume his work.

Ch.71 - Give Me A Chance Too. (1)
When she kept refusing his suggestion to request help from her guild, Cheonmun, he finally asked her.

"Then what are you going to do? Do you have some good solution? If you do, tell me."

Setting everything else aside, the miasma was the biggest problem, and knowing that Ah-Ram's compression ability couldn't solve it, he asked gruffly.

"Hmm... I guess there's no choice."
"What?"

He questioned her as she muttered.

"...We'll have to get buffed before going in."
"Buff? Weren't we going to get buffed before entering the dungeon anyway?"

Even low-rank Hunters received buffs from non-combat Hunters who could enhance physical abilities before entering dungeons.
Let alone an SS-rank dungeon—who would enter without buffs?

"Not the usual buffs. Ah, I'm not sure if this can even be called a buff."

Her expression, which had been lost in thought for a moment, twisted.

"Tch. I have no choice."
"Will you tell me too?"
"Ahjussi, you shouldn't respond if that woman flirts with you, okay?"
"That woman? Flirts? Weren't we talking about buffs?"

She keeps saying strange things.
We're discussing how to deal with the miasma, and suddenly she mentions "that woman"?

"Ahjussi, let me make a phone call quickly."

With a determined look, she pulls out her phone from her pocket and leaves the room.


* * *


"Oppa, didn't you miss me?"
"....."
"It's been so long."
"...Have you been well, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah?"
"Come on, why so formal between 'us'? Oppa, would you call me Seol-Ah instead?"

I understand now why Ah-Ram called her "that woman" while grinding her teeth.

Crunch───

As Ah-Ram beside me glares at Baek Seol-Ah, who approaches with a bright smile and sweet voice, and starts grinding her teeth roughly, I quickly hold her hand firmly and give her a reassuring smile.

"I didn't call Hunter Baek Seol-Ah here to socialize."
"Still, couldn't you just call me Seol-Ah..."
"That's absolutely not happening."
"Why? Is it because of Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram next to you? If you're scared, I can protect you..."

Smooch.

"Calling you that makes our Ah-Ram very anxious. So let's pretend I didn't hear that."
"......"

I can't see Ah-Ram's expression after the surprise kiss since she's lowered her head, but I can feel her grip tightening on my hand, which means her mood has improved, thankfully.

"...I, I heard you two are dating. Hehe... congratulations."
"It's nothing. More importantly, I heard Hunter Baek Seol-Ah can provide a buff against miasma... I thought your only ability was regeneration. As far as I know, you don't have any abilities related to poison."

One.
Dual.
Triple.
Quadruple.

In the year one turns twenty, they awaken and gain abilities. Most Hunters awaken with just one ability, but a very small number awaken with multiple abilities.

Cha Ah-Ram, my lover, considered the strongest.
Everyone believes she only has the compression ability, making her a One ability user, but...

*There must be more, right?*

I've never seen her use other abilities.
But a Hunter's instinct, honed at death's doorstep, keeps telling me that Ah-Ram has more hidden abilities.
And the more I think about it, the more strange things I notice about Baek Seol-Ah.
How could she rise to become someone the World Hunter Association would protect with their lives in such a short time after awakening?
Even if she has a unique regeneration ability like Ah-Ram, it doesn't make sense.
Ah-Ram and Hunter Baek Seol-Ah aren't the only ones with unique abilities.
There aren't many Hunters with unique abilities in the world, but they certainly exist.
However, neither governments nor the World Hunter Association treat them as preciously as they do Baek Seol-Ah.

And Ah-Ram personally called Baek Seol-Ah, who's only known as a regeneration ability user?
It's strange that she invited Baek Seol-Ah, whom she hates and despises even talking to, to our home.

*Perhaps she...*

"Oppa?"
"Don't use the word 'Oppa'!"

While I was lost in thought, Cha Ah-Ram yells at Baek Seol-Ah who was calling me.

"Just because you met him first..."
"What?! Come outside, you bitch. I'll wring your neck."
"Oh my? You'll wring my neck in front of Young-Seok oppa?"
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, please stop. Ah-Ram, you too. Okay? Calm down. Relax~ Take a deep breath~"

I hurriedly try to stop their fight.

"Ah-Ram."
"......"
"You invited Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, right? Then she's your guest, so will you keep fighting like this?"
"...No."
"If Hunter Baek Seol-Ah can provide a solution for the miasma, you shouldn't be angry, right?"
"......"

As I calm her down, her murderous gaze softens.

"And Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"Yes."

Thinking I was scolding Ah-Ram, she answers with a bright smile.

"You stop too."
"...Me?"
"You keep provoking her."
"I never..."
"Never? Do you really think so?"
"....."
"I'll take that as agreement. Now, let's go inside."

Ignoring her resentful gaze as she presses her lips tightly, I take Ah-Ram and head to the living room first.

"It's been a while."
"Grandpa Se-Bong!"

Baek Seol-Ah, following behind, immediately brightens up at Kim Se-Bong's greeting in the living room and rushes to him.

"Have you been well?"
"I've been fine. Too healthy, if anything. But our Seol-Ah looks half-starved. I told you to eat properly..."

Taking Baek Seol-Ah's hand, he leads her to the table in the living room and seats her.

"Have you had lunch?"
"Some woman told me to come immediately if I didn't want to die, so I couldn't eat."
"Is that so? Then wait a bit. I'll make something quickly."

Kim Se-Bong enters the kitchen and quickly opens the refrigerator to find ingredients.

"Grandpa."

Flinch.

"...Are you calling me?"
"Yes, Grandpa. I made soup and side dishes this morning. You can just heat those up."
"Is that so?"
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, we'll wait until you finish your meal since you couldn't eat because of us. Ah-Ram, let's go to the room for now."

Before Baek Seol-Ah can speak, I say what I need to say and quickly take Ah-Ram to the bedroom.

"....."

I stare at Ah-Ram's face after semi-forcibly bringing her in, and she turns her head to avoid my gaze.

"You're hiding something, aren't you?"
"...N-no. I'm not."
"Really?"
"W-what would I hide from you, Ahjussi? Nothing at all."
"Seems like a lot..."
"....."
"Anyway, that's not important. Ah-Ram, so Hunter Baek Seol-Ah can really handle the miasma?"
"Yes, as frustrating as it is, she's probably the best in the world when it comes to miasma-type dungeons."

I see her fist clenched so tightly it's turning white, though I can't see her expression as she's turned away. To change the subject quickly, I sit in a chair and ask the question I was most curious about.

"As far as I know, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah only has the regeneration ability... Is she not a One ability user?"
"It's annoying, but... that woman is probably a Quadruple."

Quadruple?
Wow.
But the world only knows she has the regeneration ability?

"...That's impressive."
"What's so impressive about having a few abilities that barely help? I'm more impressive with my three substantial abilities... oops."

Cha Ah-Ram quickly covers her mouth with her hand, but I've already heard.

"Triple?"
"W-well, you know..."
"You said you weren't hiding anything from me less than 5 minutes ago..."
"Ahjussi, will you listen to me? I wasn't hiding it because I wanted to..."

I had vaguely suspected this and wasn't angry, but seeing her flustered makes me want to tease her, so I decide to listen quietly to what she has to say.

"Then what is it?"
"...I was planning to surprise you when we entered the India dungeon... I'm sorry."
"....Hehehe... Hahahaha."
"A-Ahjussi?"
"Ah, Ah-Ram, hehe... you're just too cute."

She looks so adorable, fidgeting and watching my reaction, that I pull her into my arms.

Whoosh───

The sweet scent of roses fills my nose, and her soft, warm body temperature envelops me.

"C-cute?"
"Our Ah-Ram is so cute, what should I do? Nom!"

Others might see her as a heartless villain who treats human lives like insects, but to my eyes, she looks like a freshly blooming, pure rose.
I gently bite her earlobe and hold her tightly, staying like that for a while before releasing her.

"Ahjussi, are you really okay with it?"
"Of course I am. You must have had your reasons for hiding it."
"Ahjussi..."
"I trust you."
"......"

She seems touched by my words, staring at me with honey-sweet eyes. Feeling like we might get too lovey-dovey if we continue like this, I change the subject.

"So what are Baek Seol-Ah's hidden abilities?"
"That woman?"
"What is it that even you acknowledge?"

I don't think I've ever seen Cha Ah-Ram acknowledge anyone.
For someone with such strong pride to acknowledge someone while clenching her fist?
Extremely curious, I press her, and she reluctantly answers.

"She has the immunity ability."
"...Immunity? What's that?"

In my 11 years as a Hunter, this is the first time I've heard of this ability.

"Don't tell me that's another unique ability?"
"...Yes."
"That's cheating."

Having just one unique ability can completely change your life, and she has two?

"Ahjussi, are you okay?"
"What? I'm fine."

I try to smile, but she already seems to know what I'm thinking. This time, she wraps her arms around my head and gently pats it.

"Ahjussi."
"......"
"You have me, Ahjussi. So you don't need to be envious."
"......"

How pathetic.
I've already retired, yet here I am, jealous of a 21-year-old girl...
Sigh.....

Pat, pat.

As Cha Ah-Ram continues to pat my shoulder, I close my eyes and recall my days as a Hunter.

"...Thank you. I'm okay now."

After sorting out my confused feelings in a very short time, I smile at her.

"So this immunity ability is literally 'immunity'?"
"Yes, it's not passive but active, and can be cast on others."
"That's fortunate. Then how long does it take to cast..."

Knock, knock, knock.

Just as I was about to ask about the casting time, there's a knock at the door.

"Come in."

Baek Seol-Ah, who finished her meal quickly, opens the door and looks around curiously.

"Is this Oppa's room?"

Baek Seol-Ah keeps calling me "Oppa," but Ah-Ram doesn't get upset anymore.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"Yes?"
"Please tell me about the casting time for the immunity skill."

I ask her directly, though she doesn't seem to know why she was called here.

Ch.72 - Give Me A Chance Too. (2)
When Baek Seol-Ah entered the room, she stared at my eyes for a long time in response to my question.

"...Is that why you called me?"

Her voice sounded the same as usual. But in my ears, I could hear the disappointment in her tone.

"Yes, I'd like to know more details about the Immunity skill that Hunter Baek Seol-Ah possesses."
"Sigh. Since I never told you I had an Immunity skill..."

She glances sideways at Cha Ah-Ram standing beside me and sighs.

"Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun, it's a bit difficult for me to discuss my Immunity skill with others."
"That's your problem, not mine, so I don't care."
"Sigh..."

She puts her hand to her forehead and sighs repeatedly at Ah-Ram's words.

"What do you mean it doesn't matter? An Immunity ability, unlike Regeneration, is top-secret. Unless you're an executive of the Hunter Association, you have no right to know..."
"Stop beating around the bush and just answer what the old man is asking."
"......"

The atmosphere in the room becomes awkward due to Ah-Ram's words.
The reason I asked about her Regeneration ability right away wasn't to start a fight but because I called her to enter the dungeon together, but this couldn't be helped.

*Old man, we don't need that bitch, so think about it more and find another way.*

When I suggested bringing her along despite Ah-Ram's proposal, she was horrified and insisted we find another solution.
I immediately noticed what emotions were behind her suggestion to find another way, but for me, it was a matter of our safety, so I kept insisting on bringing Seol-Ah. Eventually, she accepted with two conditions.

First, not to respond no matter what intentions Baek Seol-Ah might have toward me.
And the second condition was...

"Ms. Baek Seol-Ah."
"Yes, Oppa."

When I call her, a smile appears on her face that had been showing undisguised displeasure.

"Please tell me in detail about your Immunity skill. No, please explain how you activate your Immunity skill in a miasma-type dungeon and to what extent it protects you."
"...What?"

I could guess what she would think if I asked like this, but I continue asking about her Immunity skill.

"...Oppa, I just got here. Aren't you being too harsh?"
"Too harsh... Then let's do this. Let's call it even for when I saved you."
"W-what are you talking about?"
"Exactly what I said."

I make a "deal" with Baek Seol-Ah, who stares at me with a hardened expression and trembling eyes.

"If you're grateful that I saved your life, please help us with this."

It was the kind of statement that only the worst trash would make, but when I said it without hesitation, Baek Seol-Ah's face turned deathly pale.

*I have no choice.*

I didn't want to say such harsh things to Baek Seol-Ah.
I saved her without her consent simply to forcibly reduce the weight of my guilt.
Rather, I'm proud that the student I happened to save is now the world's most successful healing Hunter and bears the title of Saintess.
For me, it's incredibly grateful that she doesn't discriminate against me, a C-rank Hunter, despite having risen so high that I shouldn't even be allowed to exchange glances with her, and that she approaches me sweetly, calling me "Oppa"...

But I have Ah-Ram.

If I had to choose between the two, I would choose Ah-Ram without hesitation.

If Baek Seol-Ah had approached me first, things might have been different, but although I don't know what Baek Seol-Ah's intentions are, Ah-Ram, who is called a Witch, has loved me.
And I've come to love her too.

"...Are you serious about what you just said? Being threatened by that bit—"

With a trembling voice, she tries to ask while pointing at Ah-Ram as if I couldn't possibly say such things, but I cut her off.

"I am serious. And Ah-Ram isn't threatening anyone."

Squeeze.

In front of Baek Seol-Ah, I firmly hold Ah-Ram's hand.

"I'm going to enter the SS-rank miasma-type dungeon that appeared in India with Ah-Ram, and we need the Immunity ability that Hunter Baek Seol-Ah possesses. That's why I called you. So if you could tell us about your Immunity ability and come with us to the India dungeon, we would be grateful."
"......"

Baek Seol-Ah, who had been trembling slightly, stares at me in silence for a while, then finally bows her head and answers quietly.

"...Yes."

I find myself disgusting for pulling rank as a benefactor just because I saved her life, bullying an S-rank Hunter like this. But this was the only way to ease Ah-Ram's jealous concerns and reduce her hatred toward Baek Seol-Ah.
Unable to bear the sight of Baek Seol-Ah accepting my notification mixed with threats rather than a suggestion, request, or plea, I turn my gaze away.



* * *



"So the Immunity ability is an active skill?"
"Yes."

Baek Seol-Ah has switched to giving short answers since I drew the line earlier, but she still responds. I ignore her demeanor and sink into thought.

Duration: 2 hours.
Cooldown: 8 hours.

*This is problematic.*

The reconnaissance team dispatched by the Indian government took 2 hours to reach the safe zone free of miasma from the dungeon entrance.
If a reconnaissance team composed of at least A-rank Hunters took 2 hours, it's obvious that our group, including myself and Baek Seol-Ah with her healing rather than combat abilities, would take even longer.

What should I do?
Should we bring transportation?
No, that won't work.

Even normal vehicles can't withstand regular dungeon mana and eventually break down, let alone in a miasma-type dungeon, which is the worst kind. They would break down right at the entrance.
Bicycles or similar vehicles would be completely inappropriate. They couldn't withstand a Hunter's physical strength, and even if they could, they wouldn't be fast enough to outrun the monsters inside the dungeon.
Rather, if we tried to save time by using such transportation, my plan to quietly enter the safe zone while concealing our presence would fall apart.

"...But Oppa, no."

Baek Seol-Ah calls out to me as I'm deep in thought.
When I raise my head, Baek Seol-Ah, whose color has returned, looks at me with a direct gaze and calls me again.

"...Mr. Kim Young-Seok."

She draws a line like I did, changing from her affectionate tone.

"Is there a reason you need the Immunity ability?"
"We need Hunter Baek Seol-Ah's help to conquer the dungeon."
"What? The dungeon?"
"I told you earlier. We've invited Hunter Baek Seol-Ah because we need to enter the SS-rank miasma-type dungeon located in India."

I explain again what I had already explained earlier, without showing any irritation.

"...You said 'we'?"

But she seems to be asking about something else.

"Yes, we. Is something wrong?"
"I never said I would go."
"Earlier..."
"Earlier, I explained my Immunity skill because someone who claims to be my benefactor asked. But separately, I don't recall agreeing to go to the dungeon, do I?"
"I already told the World Hunter Association you're coming with us."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been watching silently, joins the conversation.

"Who decided that? I don't want to. I absolutely won't go."
"Really? You don't want to go?"

When she says she won't go, I feel dizzy, but Cha Ah-Ram standing next to me nods with a calm expression.

"Then don't go."
"Threats won't work anymore... Huh?"

Baek Seol-Ah, who was about to speak, thinking she would be threatened again like before, tilts her head and asks again.

"I don't have to go?"

Though her face is turned toward Cha Ah-Ram as she asks, her eyes scan me searchingly.

"No."
"But you're telling me not to go..."
"If you don't go, we won't go either."
"Ah-Ram?"

I quickly call out when she says something we hadn't discussed.

"Old man, could you step outside for a moment?"
"...Step outside?"

Being asked to step outside means they want to talk alone.
Judging by her eyes, she seems satisfied with what I said earlier, as there's no jealousy in them.
So at least Baek Seol-Ah's life is guaranteed if they're alone... but I don't understand why they want to talk privately.

"I need to talk with that woman for a moment."

Though she's never shown me this side of her before, I nod at her serious expression.

"Alright. I'll be in the living room, so call me when you're done."
"I'll finish quickly."

She smiles at me.
Meanwhile, Baek Seol-Ah looks at Cha Ah-Ram with anxious eyes and seems to want to say something to me, her lips moving slightly, but she finally presses them shut.



* * *



Click.

As Kim Young-Seok leaves the room, the smile that had been on her face instantly disappears.

"....."
"....."

The two women left in the room look at each other without saying anything, searching for something.

"I'll get straight to the point."

Cha Ah-Ram breaks the silence first.

"You don't want to go?"
"You think I'd enter a dungeon with you? Don't make me laugh. Even if it costs me my life, I would never enter with you..."
"Really?"

Baek Seol-Ah shows hostility toward Cha Ah-Ram.
But with a calm expression, Cha Ah-Ram wiggles her finger.

"You will end up going."
"Did you send Oppa out just to talk this nonsen—"
"He's not your 'Oppa' anymore, is he?"

She corrects Baek Seol-Ah's reference to Young-Seok who just left the room.

"It's Hun-ter Mr. Kim Young-Seok, right? Hunter Baek Seol-Ah?"

Crunch—

Despite the sound of teeth grinding that fills the room, Cha Ah-Ram doesn't even twitch an eyebrow. She sits in the chair Young-Seok uses for broadcasting, crosses her legs, and smiles contentedly at Baek Seol-Ah's distorted expression.

"Oppa said those things because of you!!!"

She raises her voice as blood vessels appear in her once black-pearl-like eyes.

"Kuhehe. Because of me?"

Cha Ah-Ram watches Baek Seol-Ah trembling and glaring at her, then shakes her head.

"Is that really so?"
"....."

Having no evidence to counter with, Baek Seol-Ah chooses silence. After watching her for a while with a smile, Cha Ah-Ram gets to the main point.

"Do you know what India's population is?"

In the past, over 1.3 billion people lived in India, but with the appearance of dungeons and superpowers, the population has decreased significantly.

"...About 23 million."

The past is the past.
Baek Seol-Ah states the current population of India, which is only 23 million.

"As expected of the Saintess? You even know a country's population..."
"Cut the crap and get to the real point. Why are you asking about the population?"

When Baek Seol-Ah glares at Cha Ah-Ram, who had asked about the world's population, Cha Ah-Ram shrugs her shoulders and draws a circle with her finger as she answers.

"If you don't go, all 23 million will die."
"W-what?"

Baek Seol-Ah stammers as she asks Cha Ah-Ram, who speaks of death so casually.

"If you don't join us, we won't go either, so all the people in India where the SS-rank dungeon is located will die."
"...You vile woman!"
"Vile? What's vile about it? If you're not there, we're in danger too, and we don't need to risk our lives for people from another country, not even our own, right?"

Of course, this is not something she's discussed with her boyfriend who just left the room.
No, it's obvious what would happen if she said what she just said to the old man.
That's why she sent him out of the room.

"It would be fortunate if only 23 million died. An SS-rank miasma-type dungeon with a Wave outbreak will invade not just India but neighboring countries too."

Cha Ah-Ram knows Baek Seol-Ah won't refuse.
Because Baek Seol-Ah is exactly like someone she knows.

*This is fucked up.*

Feeling disgusted at seeing Baek Seol-Ah, who resembles the man she loves, Cha Ah-Ram drives the final nail as she watches Baek Seol-Ah's pupils shake like an earthquake, yet still not saying she'll go.

"Oh, and there's something I haven't mentioned—the old man is going in too."

She might already know that the old man is entering the dungeon too.
They've been using the word "we" a lot since earlier.
But...

*Bingo*

"W-who's going?"

Seeing Baek Seol-Ah grab her shoulders and shake her with wide eyes, Cha Ah-Ram calmly says:

"I'm going into the dungeon with the old man. Since you said you won't go, I don't want to risk my life either... but what about the old man?"

Ch.73 - Give Me A Chance Too. (3)
After leaving the room, I sit in a chair waiting for them to call me.

*What could they be talking about?*

I'm not worried since Ah-Ram set boundaries before going in, but I am curious. Publicly, no one knows about their relationship, but when I went to Seoul with Ah-Ram, I noticed something.

Enemies.

Even before Baek Seol-Ah could develop any feelings for me after I saved her, their relationship was already bad enough for them to curse at each other. At first, I thought they disliked each other because they were the same age but walked completely different paths. But that wasn't it.

There was something fundamental between them.

*She wouldn't threaten her, would she?*

Since I hadn't mentioned entering the dungeon together, there's a possibility Cha Ah-Ram might threaten Baek Seol-Ah to force her to come along. Still, I firmly believe in Ah-Ram since I talked to her before Seol-Ah arrived, so I wait for the door to open.

Bang.

"We're done."

While I was speculating, the firmly locked door opens, and Ah-Ram's voice reaches me.

"...Did it go well?"
"Yes, she agreed to go to the dungeon together, so don't worry."

Cha Ah-Ram smiles brightly at me as I enter the room. But in complete contrast to her bright expression, Baek Seol-Ah looks at me with a gloomy face.

*At least she wasn't hit.*

I trusted Ah-Ram, but still... just slightly... I breathe a sigh of relief seeing her unharmed, contrary to what I had imagined, and call out to Baek Seol-Ah.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, is what Ah-Ram said true?"
"...Yes, I'll be going to the dungeon with you."

I notice her blank stare turning vicious, but pretending not to notice her gaze, I turn my head and express my gratitude.

"Thank you so much for coming with us."
"You're thanking me? Ha..."

After I express my gratitude, she leans against the wall, glaring at me, shaking her head in disbelief.

"...You two are the same."

She mutters quietly as she brushes past me standing at the doorway.

"Where are you going?"
"Do you have more business with me?"
"Not really, but..."
"I can just come back on the day we leave for India, right? You're not suggesting I stay here with you, are you? Right?"

When I call out to her, she stops at the threshold and speaks to me without turning her head. Judging by how she won't even turn around, she's definitely angry, but having no legitimate reason to stop her, I eventually let her go.

"...Yes."
"Then I'll see you on the day we leave for India."

Thump, thump.

I could only watch as she walked toward the front door.

Bang!

Shortly after, the front door slams shut so hard it sounds like it might break, and her presence, which I had faintly felt, completely disappears.

"Sigh."

Drained of energy, I sit on the bed and sigh. Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sitting in the chair, quickly gets up and sits down next to me.

"Are you okay?"
"...I'm fine."

I stare blankly at her as she takes my hand with a worried expression, thinking about Baek Seol-Ah who just left the house. I did something I shouldn't have done to her. Baek Seol-Ah, who possesses the best regeneration ability among Hunters with healing powers. She's treasured like a jewel even by the World Hunter Association, yet we called her from Seoul to Goseong for our personal business, which is ridiculous enough, but I also blackmailed her by tainting our past connection.

I feel disgusted with myself to the point of nausea for asking her to come with us in exchange for saving her life before she became a Hunter.

Ah-Ram, noticing what I'm thinking, quickly calls out to me.

"...Ahjussi."
"..."

I feel the warm touch of Cha Ah-Ram's hand.

"...Are you okay?"

I'm fine. Just as I'm about to force a smile and say that, I see genuine concern for me in her eyes.

"No, I'm being such an asshole. I'm pathetic."

Though I usually hide my true self and tell white lies when necessary, for some reason, I don't want to do that with Ah-Ram, so I tell her exactly how I feel right now.

"...Then I'll tell her it was my idea..."
"Don't do that!"

As she tries to get up with a sad smile, I grab her hand firmly and pull her toward me.

Whoosh.

Cha Ah-Ram falls right into my arms as I pull her.

"But you're suffering like this. So..."
"I really hate myself."
"See? I should quickly follow her and explain..."
"Absolutely not."
"Why? With her personality, she'll forgive you right away if I tell her it was me."

Unlike in the past, gender pride doesn't exist anymore in this world. It's a world where weak men are protected by women. And I'm always being protected by Ah-Ram too. But it's not wounded pride that makes me stop her. I have a more fundamental reason.

"I chose you, so this burden is entirely mine to bear."
"What? What do you mean you chose me?"

I chose Cha Ah-Ram, the "Witch" who commits evil acts and instills fear in everyone, instead of Baek Seol-Ah, the "Saintess" who performs good deeds and benefits the world.

As I watch her expression as she mulls over my words, not understanding, I move my face closer to hers as if possessed.

Smooch.

"..."

I can see her eyelashes trembling as she's pulled from her thoughts.

"I hate myself, but I don't regret my actions one bit."

On the day I confessed my love to her, I firmly promised to take her side no matter what happened.

The harsh words I said to Baek Seol-Ah. The reason I didn't stop her even though I vaguely knew how she felt when she left the house hurt. There's only one reason.

"I like you too much."

Flush.

As if the sudden kiss wasn't enough, when I sincerely open up about my feelings, her porcelain-like skin turns bright red.

"I don't want you to get hurt."
"...W-well, Ahjussi... y-you know? That..."

As I hold her shoulders with both hands and meet her gaze, she starts rambling and tries to avoid eye contact.

"If you shed tears because of my actions, it wouldn't just be disgusting—it would be painful enough to make me want to die."

So I don't regret my actions at all. My family who was my safety net. Since the day my parents left, no one has been by my side. I had colleagues who stayed with me for 10 years on the brink of death, but my heart was always filled with guilt and loneliness.

*I started internet broadcasting because I was lonely.*

Now I understand why I, who always muttered that dungeons were where I would die, thinking my parents' deaths were my fault, wanted to start internet broadcasting after 10 years as a Hunter. And I also realized why I fell in love with Cha Ah-Ram, whom the world fears.

"You are beautiful."
"Huh...! A-Ahjussi...? What are you suddenly saying...?"

Flustered, her small face turns so red it almost looks black, and she covers it with both palms.

"But I'm not someone who looks at faces."
"...What?"

As I start saying strange things, her tightly pressed fingers slightly part, and I can see her eyes. If I were honestly the type to fall for looks, I would have already dated other female Hunters before meeting Cha Ah-Ram.

"You have a lot of money."
"..."

As I continue talking nonsense, the redness of her skin returns to its original color, and her wavering gaze becomes fixed. She looks at me with half-closed eyes.

"...Ahjussi, did you like money?"

She's both the most feared person and known as the most beautiful woman in the world. She's also wealthy and talented.

"I hate that you're pretty."
"What are you saying..."

I remove my right hand from her shoulder and place my index finger on her lips, cutting off her words as I continue.

"I hate that you're so beautiful that other men look at you. I become petty because I hate people who covet your wealth. I'm always ashamed when I see you because I'm a man with less ability than you. No, not just ashamed—I feel insignificant."
"A-Ahjussi? I'm happy that you're jealous, but feeling ashamed or insignificant..."
"But I love that you're willing to become my family."

I express my feelings to her as she carefully grasps my finger that was blocking her lips and speaks urgently. I fell for her sincere heart that loves someone as worthless as me.

I smile as I meet her now moist gaze.

"So don't go to Baek Seol-Ah. I'd appreciate it if you didn't say those strange things you mentioned. No, don't do it."

It's contradictory and might be disgusting, but I wish. If it means Ah-Ram won't get hurt, I'm okay with someone else getting hurt instead.

"...Yes!"

As her amethyst-colored eyes crinkle into half-moons as she smiles, I push the unpleasant feelings deep into my scarred heart and smile back at her.

Ch.74 - Give Me A Chance Too. (4)
Bang!

Baek Seol-Ah slammed the door with all her might, but when it didn't break, she glared at the perfectly intact front door with fury and muttered.

"...That damn bitch."

She had met Kim Young-Seok first and liked him first, but that cursed Cha Ah-Ram had stolen the man she loved.

"How could you treat me like this? Huh?"

The more she thought about it, the more heated she became. Baek Seol-Ah tugged at her hair while glaring at the undamaged front door, and with a glimmer of hope, she began counting.

"One... two... three..."

Desperately counting, hoping Kim Young-Seok would come out to stop her.

"Hundred... hundred and one... haah."

After counting past a hundred with no sign of movement, she collapsed to the ground, and a long sigh escaped her, reflecting her empty heart.

*What did I do wrong?*

She had been so happy when Kim Young-Seok suddenly contacted her, despite never responding to her affections before. It felt like her chance had finally come, so she delayed all her schedules and rushed here.

She never expected him to say he liked her... or loved her. She just thought that if she could spend time with him, she could get rid of that dog-like Cha Ah-Ram who was always by his side and proudly become his lover. She came here with such rosy fantasies, but reality was completely different.

He wanted her help because she had saved his life once?

"...Hnngh."

Though it had been one-sided love, receiving such a blunt statement hurt terribly, like a hole had been punched through her heart that had been swelling with expectation.

"Oppa... Young-Seok Oppa."

Thinking about him being alone with the woman she hated most in the world made her heart crumble. Baek Seol-Ah sat with her head down, shoulders trembling for a long time.

"...Phew."

How much time had passed?
After crying endlessly, a fierce determination began to form in Baek Seol-Ah's eyes.

"If you can do it, so can I."

Thinking of Cha Ah-Ram by her beloved man's side, she made a decision.

"Go to the dungeon together? Fine. Let's see what happens."

Thinking coldly, this was an opportunity. Until now, she couldn't be near him because of Cha Ah-Ram. Their communication had been cut off, and she'd been anxiously waiting for him to call her someday. But now she could legally stay by his side.

Rising from the ground, Baek Seol-Ah placed her palm on the front door and made a vow.

"I'll make Oppa fall for me no matter what."

Determined to make him her lover by any means necessary, Baek Seol-Ah made a phone call while looking back at the house with lingering attachment, thinking of Young-Seok inside.


* * *


The day they promised to leave for India.

"Ahjussi~"
"Ah! You startled me."

I woke up early and was washing my face in the bathroom when I felt someone tickling my back. Startled, I turned around to see Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sound asleep, now awake and smiling.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Yes, how about you, Ahjussi?"
"I slept well too."

As I was talking to her, soap bubbles on my face got into my eyes.

"Are you washing up? I'll be quick, just wait a moment."

Swoosh—

Just as I was about to continue washing, I felt her warm hands on my face.

"What are you doing? I need to finish..."
"I'll wash your face for you."
"Huh?"
"I'll wash it for you. Please?"

When I instinctively turned away from her gentle voice offering to wash my face, she seemed hurt.

"Don't you like me washing your face?"

Taking my avoidance as rejection, she murmured sadly.

"No, no. It's not that I don't like it..."

It's just embarrassing to have someone wash my face at my age.

"You don't dislike it?"
"...Please go ahead."
"I'll wash it nice and clean."

Lately I've been feeling increasingly swayed by her, but having fallen in love, this was a battle I couldn't win. I finally agreed and slowly turned my face toward her, feeling her soft, warm hands cover my face.

Rustle.

"Sniff!"
"Hm? What's with the sniffing?"

While enjoying her gentle, loving touch that felt like she was handling a delicate craft, I questioned her sudden request.

"Blow your nose."
"Ah, no, I can do that myself."
"Sniff!"
"Ah-Ram, I can..."
"Sniff!"

As she repeatedly demanded I blow my nose, I stood there bewildered.

"Are you already tired of me?"
"Why would you say that? People might think I played with you and threw you away."
"Then blow your nose."

*Now she's making demands outright.*

When we first started dating, she would make requests rather than demands, and would give up if I refused. But I can't bring myself to dislike her. Rather, I feel happy that she shows such affection and cares for me, filling my heart with joy.

"...Sniff."
"Harder."
"SNIFF!"

Swoosh—

After finally giving in to all her demands, her hands disappeared from my face, and a soft towel began wiping it.

"Thank you."
"Here you go."

After wiping my face completely, she hung the towel around my neck and placed soap in my hand.

"What's this for?"
"Wash my face too."
"..."

When she boldly asked me to wash her face, my face flushed.

"Hurry. We don't have time for this."
"..."
"We're tight on time to get to the airport. Wash my face quickly."
"You could wash yourself..."
"I washed yours, didn't I? So Ah.jus.si should do mine too. Please? Please?"

I don't understand why I need to wash her face if we're short on time, but I finally surrender to her earnest gaze.

"You don't use soap."

I put the soap back and opened the foam cleanser, squeezing some onto my palm.

"How did you know?"
"I've seen you do it a few times."
"Hehe, Ahjussi, I love you."

Smooch.

Happy with my actions, she beamed brightly and quickly kissed my cheek before I could react.

"Ooh-la-la~ Your face is all red."

To stop her teasing, I roughly applied the foam cleanser to her face.

"Be gentle."

Feeling my touch, she placed her hand on mine, asking me to rub more softly.

Swish. Swish.

As I gently rubbed her baby-soft skin while looking at her face...

"Ahjussi?"
"...Huh?"
"Aren't you rubbing too much?"
"Ah, sorry."

Having momentarily lost myself, I quickly regained my senses and rinsed her face with water, then dried it with a towel just as she had done for me, making her face shine.

"Hehe."

She naturally linked her arm with mine and with a bright smile.

"Shall we go to the airport?"
"Yes, I'll wait."

I nodded, remembering Baek Seol-Ah's text saying she was heading to the airport.


* * *


"..."

Incheon International Airport.
I can see Baek Seol-Ah standing in the middle of the bustling crowd.

"What nonsense. Is she brainless to openly announce her presence like that?"

Cha Ah-Ram, wearing sunglasses, a mask, and a hat pulled down low, with her arms crossed, criticizes Baek Seol-Ah who's boldly exposed.

"Want to wait here? I'll go get her."
"No. I'll bring her, just wait a moment."

As I offer to go, she hastily shakes her head and insists on going herself.

*Does she still not trust me?*

Though I drew the line before, she still seems unwilling to let me speak directly with Baek Seol-Ah. I nod without saying anything.

*I need to make her trust me.*

Knowing she's more possessive than most, I stand still as she asked, and she uncrosses her arms and quickly approaches Baek Seol-Ah in the center of the crowd.

"...Move. Get out of the way."

As Cha Ah-Ram pushes through the crowd, she grows frustrated when people don't make way and throws her hat to the ground.

"You bugs. Move."

She releases a burst of energy. People exposed to it begin trembling and turn toward her.

"If you don't move by the count of three, I'll cut off your limbs. One... two... you idiots. Move when I tell you to move."

At the word "two," a path to Baek Seol-Ah opens, and Cha Ah-Ram clicks her tongue and approaches her.

"Where's Oppa?"
"Didn't you call him Hunter Kim Young-Seok last time? Call him that forever."

When Baek Seol-Ah asks about me, Cha Ah-Ram glares at her with cold eyes.

"I don't want to."
"..."
"I called him that then because I was flustered, but not anymore. Oh? There's Oppa. Oppa~ Young-Seok Oppa~"

Baek Seol-Ah runs toward me while the two women engage in their battle of nerves.

"Have you been well?"
"...Has Hunter Baek Seol-Ah been well too?"
"Oh come on, Oppa. Why so formal? Just call me Seol-Ah comfortably."
"..."

Despite my drawing the line before, Baek Seol-Ah has returned to her old ways, leaving me flustered and staring at her with trembling eyes.

"Oppa."
"..."
"Oppa."
"...What is it?"
"Haah... Not yet, I see."

Seeing me firmly maintaining formality and boundaries, she sighs and mutters something incomprehensible, then points at Cha Ah-Ram approaching and declares:

"Oppa, do I still have a chance?"
"You! What are you—"
"I'm talking to Oppa right now. You shut up."

After yelling at Cha Ah-Ram to be quiet, Baek Seol-Ah smiles at me.

"Do I have a chance?"
"...No. I'm sorry, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, but I..."
"If you're sorry, you shouldn't do things to be sorry about. So..."

Baek Seol-Ah rises on her tiptoes.

Smooch.

"You fucking bitch?!!"
"Hmph!"

As Cha Ah-Ram reaches for her with murderous intent, Baek Seol-Ah snorts.

"Give me a fair chance too."

A bold expression and voice. But beneath that boldness, I can feel her trembling emotions. However...

"Thank you for liking someone as insignificant as me."
"...So?!"

Seeing her bright smile at my words, I speak calmly.

"But I'm sorry."
"..."
"You! If you touch Ahjussi one more time, you're really going to die."

Cha Ah-Ram quickly stands in front of me, glaring at Baek Seol-Ah.

"Sigh... I understand."

After I draw the line once more, Baek Seol-Ah sighs and looks at us with a strange gaze.

"But... if I see an opening, I won't stay still. So, you fucking bitch, you'd better be prepared."

Baek Seol-Ah pushes her face close to Cha Ah-Ram, who's blocking her from me, and declares war.

Ch.75 - SS-Class Miasma-Type Dungeon. (1)
The world with dungeons and the world before them aren't that different in terms of civilization.
In the early days of the apocalypse, many expected that science would advance further thanks to the Hunters' awakened abilities.
But that was a miscalculation and arrogance.

Take combat-type electric ability users as an example.
We typically think of electricity as something used in daily life.
But scientists approached it differently.

Electricity is the movement of electrons, free electrons, or ions within matter.
It's also classified as negative and positive electricity.
Based on this, scientists once tried to convert electrical energy into another form of energy...

*I need to stop this!*
*It won't stop!*

There was an incident at a research facility in Florida, in the southeastern United States, where an electric ability user went berserk and melted the entire laboratory during an experiment.
They approached me too.
My ability reduces the weight of non-living objects by half.
Though it's only a C-rank non-combat ability, no other Hunter has the same power as mine.

The government once approached me under the pretext of experimentation.

*The ability isn't manifesting.*
*Stop joking around.*
*I'm serious, my ability isn't working.*

My ability, which normally worked fine, seemed to refuse to be used for scientific advancement.

[Hunter abilities have inherent limitations.]

That's why, from the emergence of dungeons until now, aside from population decrease, science hasn't progressed exceptionally. But that doesn't mean there's been no progress at all.

"....."

The massive aircraft before my eyes.
It only vaguely resembles the planes I've seen in various media, but it's clearly something entirely different, leaving me speechless as I stare at it blankly.

"Do you want one?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who brought me here claiming she had her own private aircraft, points at it and asks me as she notices my expression.

"N-no... I'm not saying I want one, but is that really an airplane?"

According to my common knowledge, airplane wings should spread widely on both sides, but Ah-Ram's so-called private aircraft has no wings at all, just massive motors attached.

"...I think so?"

When she avoids my gaze and mumbles quietly in response to my question, a sudden fear washes over me.

"No matter how I look at it, that's not an airplane but a car with motors."
"It is an airplane."
"Can it actually fly?"
"Oh, don't worry about that. I've taken it every time I've gone abroad for business trips."

When I press her about it, not wanting to die riding that thing, she confidently answers that there are no safety issues.

"This is problematic."

Baek Seol-Ah, who had been silent since we met until now, finally speaks up.

"What are you trying to say?"

Ah-Ram glares at Seol-Ah with fierce eyes. But Seol-Ah isn't intimidated at all and instead points out with a twisted smile:

"You might be fine even if the plane crashes or explodes, but my oppa and I aren't like that."
"I told you earlier not to call him oppa..."
"Oppa, instead of riding this dangerous thing, would you like to take the private aircraft the Hunter Association gave me?"
"....."

She completely ignores Ah-Ram's words and suggests taking her own private aircraft, which she claims was given by the Association.

"...Ahjussi?"

Ah-Ram looks at me as I fall silent. Unlike before when she firmly drew a line and refused, she calls me with an anxious expression as she sees me hesitating...

Honestly, I'm scared to ride that thing too.
I'm sure she wouldn't suggest anything dangerous to me, but the fear that creeps into one's mind when faced with the unknown is unavoidable.

"You won't, right?"

She shakes my arm and asks again, but I eventually turn my head away.

"It's really safe. I've even taken civilians on it. So..."

She desperately calls out to me, saying it's safe, that I can ride it, that she's even taken civilians without abilities on it, but I've made my decision.

"Ah-Ram."
"...Yes."

When I call her name softly with my gaze averted, she answers with a trembling voice.

"Sigh... you know what?"
"....."

After hesitating, I finally take a deep breath and speak.

"Wouldn't it be better to accept Hunter Baek Seol-Ah's help?"
"....."

She closes her eyes tightly, seemingly in shock.

"Hehe, you made the right choice. My private aircraft's suite room is even better than hers, so you'll travel comfortably."

Baek Seol-Ah looks at the shocked Ah-Ram with a smug expression and tells me.

"She says the facilities are good too. Right, Ah-Ram? Hmm? Can you give in just this once?"

I carefully try to persuade her, but she seems to be in such shock that unlike before, she doesn't get angry or put up walls. She just keeps her head down without saying anything.

"Ah-Ram? Hmm? Please?"

I bend down to match her lowered face and try to make eye contact as I ask.

"...Ahjussi."
"Yes! Ah-Ram, tell me."
"I'd rather die than ride that bitch's private aircraft."
"....."

Her eyes turn vicious as we make eye contact, and she threatens that she'd rather die than ride it.

"So if you want to ride it, go alone. I absolutely won't... You crazy bitch!!! Where are you touching? Do you want to die?"
"Why? You said you'd rather die than ride it, right? Then you can take that one by yourself. I'll go to India with oppa on my aircraft. Right, oppa?"

When Baek Seol-Ah pulls my empty arm, Ah-Ram shouts with fury. But seemingly used to such threats, Seol-Ah continues to pull me with a sly smile. As Ah-Ram's eyes roll back and she extends her arm toward Seol-Ah, I quickly shake off Seol-Ah's hand and pull Ah-Ram into my arms, hugging her tightly.

"Ah-Ram?"
"You're not listening to that nonsense, right? Right? Right? Right?"

Sweat runs down my body as she keeps asking for my answer with dilated pupils.

*I can't make a mistake.*

Although she tries to restrain herself in front of me, I'm certain after seeing her try to kill her parents before. If I make a mistake, Ah-Ram will definitely kill Baek Seol-Ah, even if it means giving up on the Indian dungeon.

"Answer me."
"...Let's take that one."

I don't want to ride it.
I'm scared.

I know that Cha Ah-Ram has killed many Hunters and civilians.
And she probably knows that I'm aware of this fact.

*But not Baek Seol-Ah.*

She's an S-rank healing Hunter with the title of Saintess.
If Ah-Ram, who already has the contrasting title of Witch, kills Seol-Ah? She would face attacks from Hunters who've been tolerating her evil deeds, the government, and even the World Hunter Association, not to mention people desperately waiting for Seol-Ah's treatment.
I feel disgusted with myself for weighing the lives of other Hunters against Seol-Ah's, but I have no choice.

*I've changed too.*

As someone who's in love, not the person I used to be, I no longer want Ah-Ram to be feared by everyone.

"O-oppa? Did you just say you'd take my private aircraft..."
"Ah-Ram is strongly against it. I'm really sorry."
"....."

At my words, Baek Seol-Ah, who was smiling just a minute ago, and Cha Ah-Ram, who had a distorted expression, switch places.

"I'm sorry."

As I apologize once more to Baek Seol-Ah, who seems genuinely hurt as she stares blankly at my face, I start walking toward the private aircraft Ah-Ram showed me.

"Ahjussi, I need to talk to her for a moment."
"Come back soon."

I have a rough idea of what she wants to discuss, but having chosen Ah-Ram, I couldn't protect Seol-Ah. I just tell her to come back soon and continue walking toward the private aircraft.


* * *


"Are you crazy?"

Cha Ah-Ram speaks to Baek Seol-Ah, who is blankly watching Kim Young-Seok board the private aircraft.

"....."
"I told you, didn't I? Don't mess with Ahjussi."

When she calmly speaks to Baek Seol-Ah, who continues to stare at the private aircraft Kim Young-Seok entered without moving, Seol-Ah finally turns her head toward Ah-Ram.

"No."
"...Huh?"

Ah-Ram is speechless, seemingly not expecting Seol-Ah to say she refuses.
Looking at her, Baek Seol-Ah reveals her hidden feelings.

"Why can you have him but not me?"
"Obviously, I'm going to have Ahjussi all to myself..."
"Don't be ridiculous. Oppa doesn't suit someone like you who treats people like bugs."
"Watch your mouth before you..."
"I feel sorry for oppa."
"W-what did you say?"

Baek Seol-Ah, saying that Kim Young-Seok is pitiful, shifts her gaze back to the private aircraft with sad eyes.

"It's so sad that oppa is in love with a monster wearing human skin."
"You!!!"
"Am I wrong?"
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram, who was shouting, closes her mouth tightly at Baek Seol-Ah's calm gaze.

"It doesn't make sense for a monster to love a human."
"....."

Meeting Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, Baek Seol-Ah points at herself.

"I can make oppa happy."
"...Don't you dare."
"So if you really care about oppa, give him to me."
"....."
"You two don't match."

At Baek Seol-Ah's words, Cha Ah-Ram recalls Kim Young-Seok smiling at her.

*I like you.*

I am...

"Right now, you're not loving him, you're just..."
"Fine."
"Pretending to love him because of your possessiveness... Huh? What did you say?"
"I said fine."
"....."

When she says "fine," Baek Seol-Ah is rather taken aback.
Cha Ah-Ram, who has become calmer, turns her body and starts walking toward the private aircraft, causing Baek Seol-Ah to urgently ask:

"So you two are breaking..."
"Try to take him."
"Huh?"
"I said, try to take him."
"....."

Recalling Kim Young-Seok who told her he loved her, Cha Ah-Ram tells Baek Seol-Ah:

"Ahjussi will never go to you."

Ch.76 - SS-Class Miasma-Type Dungeon. (2)
At the Indira Gandhi International Airport in New Delhi, India.

Screech—

The plane carrying Kim Young-Seok's group lands on the runway.
Shortly after stopping, Young-Seok emerges from the private jet looking deathly pale, followed by Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah.

"Fast, isn't it?"
"...It's fast."

A normal flight would take at least 8 hours, but the private jet I boarded took less than 3 hours. However, with twice the speed, I can barely respond after trembling in my seat for those 3 hours.

"Are you alright?"

As I take deep breaths, trying to suppress the fear that had risen to my throat, I notice Baek Seol-Ah shaking beside me and ask her.

"I thought I was going to die."

Baek Seol-Ah, who had always shown strength, makes a pained admission to me for the first time.

"That's a shame. It would've been fine if you had died..."
"Ah-Ram."
"Yes, sir."

Before departing for India, I had asked Ah-Ram to avoid fighting with Baek Seol-Ah while on the private jet. She seems to remember this, as she doesn't respond further and simply sticks close to my side, giving Baek Seol-Ah a contemptuous look.

While Baek Seol-Ah catches her breath...

In the distance, I see limousines and vehicles approaching us.
Eventually, the vehicles stop in front of us, and people get out and address Ah-Ram.

"Are you Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram of the Cheonmun Guild?"

The man seems to recognize Cha Ah-Ram's face but asks politely.

"Yeah."

She gives a curt answer with a slight nod, and the man brightens up.

"Hello! Let me introduce myself—"
"Bug."
"..."
"Bug."
"...Yes, I am a bug. It's an honor to welcome you all to New Delhi. While you're here, we will do our utmost to serve you."

Shiver—

Until now, the Cha Ah-Ram I've seen in front of me has been cruel at times, but ultimately feminine. Seeing this man bow at a 90-degree angle to greet her—the woman who gives everything to me while craving love and constantly showing affection—gives me goosebumps.

*This must be Ah-Ram's true nature.*

But why is she calling him a bug when he's trying to introduce himself?
She should really fix that personality trait.
While I'm thinking this, Cha Ah-Ram approaches the man who's still bowing and waiting.

"Hey."
"Yes, please speak."
"Guide me."
"Where would you like to go? If Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram has a specific destination in mind, I'll guide you there immediately."
"Treasure vault."
"...The treasure vault, you say?"

The man who had been answering promptly hesitates slightly for the first time before responding.

"Didn't I say I'd solve your problem in exchange for taking artifacts from the treasure vault? Don't want to give them? If not, I'll go back to Korea."
"No, no, that's absolutely not the case. Please don't misunderstand. I simply didn't expect you would want to go straight to the treasure vault as soon as you arrived..."

Rumble.

"You talk too much?"
"...Huk!"

The ground beneath the man starts to move slightly, and a groan escapes from his lips as he continues to bow.
While I don't want Ah-Ram to behave so coercively, I can't control everything.
These are behaviors she's learned throughout her life, so I don't stop her, but I'm ready to intervene if she crosses the line.

"Do you want to die?"
"I apologize if my actions have offended... urgh!"

Before he can finish speaking, he collapses to his knees, unable to withstand Ah-Ram's pressure, placing both hands on the ground and gasping. I firmly grasp Ah-Ram's hand.

"Tch."

Without saying anything, I just look into her eyes steadily, and she puffs her cheeks.

"Fine. Hey, bug, I'll give you three seconds. Get up now."
"Yes!"

The man springs up like a roly-poly toy as soon as Ah-Ram releases her pressure. Though his knees are covered in dust from kneeling on the ground, he doesn't even think about brushing it off and just bows again, waiting for Ah-Ram's instructions.

"Guide me."
"Yes, understood. Then we'll head straight to the treasure vault. Rena."

One of the people who got out of the vehicles, a woman in a black suit named Rena, steps forward and bows to us.

"I'm Rena. I'll do my best to ensure you have no discomfort—"
"Remove her."
"...Pardon?"

When Rena tries to introduce herself, Cha Ah-Ram points at her and says to remove her. The man raises his head in confusion and asks Ah-Ram.

"The moment you ask twice, you die."
"I see you don't like Rena. Then, Catherine—"
"What are you doing?"

As he tries to introduce another woman named Catherine, Cha Ah-Ram's voice gains strength for the first time, and she tilts her head questioningly.

"I'm here to serve Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram and her companions—"
"I asked what you're doing."
"Ah-Ram. Calm down. Excuse me, Mr. Bug—"

That was close.
I almost called him Bug because of Ah-Ram's influence.

"Excuse me, what's your name?"
"...Bug, sir."
"No, your real name, please."

Squeeze.

I grip Ah-Ram's hand more firmly as she shows her discomfort, and ask the man who keeps glancing nervously.

"Please... I would appreciate it if you called me Bug."

Unable to withstand Cha Ah-Ram's gaze, the man pleads with me, his face turning pale.

"Let's talk later."

Flinch.

"Tch... you only act that way with me."
"It's because it's you. If others did that, they wouldn't even get leftovers."
"..."

When I whisper to her, she responds curtly.
But after hearing my follow-up, she turns her head away sharply, though I can see her lips curling up, which relieves me.

*She's loving this.*

"Mr. Bug?"
"Yes! If you have any questions, please ask right away."

The man—whose eyes have widened to the point they might pop out after seeing how I handle Ah-Ram—quickly responds.

"I think Ah-Ram... the Vice Guild Master is angry because of the woman."
"What? She dislikes women... eek!"
"It's okay, don't be afraid. Anyway, if you replace her with a man, the Vice Guild Master will probably feel more at ease."

When I suggest replacing her with a man, Bug looks troubled and stammers.

"...From what I've heard, the Cheonmun Vice Guild Master dislikes men. That's why we deliberately arranged for women."
"Ah..."

I had indeed heard that before meeting me, Cha Ah-Ram never kept any men around her except for her chief of staff.

"I guess there's no choice."
"I'll quickly contact—"
"Mr. Bug? Why don't you personally escort us?"
"Me?"
"Bug, if you keep adding comments, you might die."
"I... no, I'll personally attend to you."

Just as he tries to speak again, he gives up at Cha Ah-Ram's threat and agrees to escort us himself, looking like he's watching the world collapse.

* * *

At the Presidential Palace in Delhi, India.

"Where is Mohamed?"
"He's currently moving with the Witch and her companions."
"Together? Didn't I clearly instruct him to coordinate from behind to prevent them from doing anything foolish?"
"Well... the Witch's side specifically requested Mohamed to attend to them."
"What about the attendants who went with him?"
"She stated that she couldn't have female attendants near her."
"She won't have female attendants? What nonsense is that? Didn't we determine that the Witch, who treats all humans like bugs, particularly dislikes men? Yet Mohamed..."
"Curious about this, we contacted the Korean government and learned that the Witch's lover came with her."
"The Witch has a lover? Ha ha... is doomsday approaching?"

The Cha Ah-Ram the President had seen at the World Hunter Association event didn't seem like someone who would have a lover.
Rather, upon returning to India, the President had immediately designated her as risk level 0—higher than all dungeons managed by the Indian government—because she seemed inhuman in her mindset.
But she has a lover?
She who looked down on humans like herself?
The Indian President, repeatedly wiping his face with his palm in disbelief, sighs and asks another question.

"So where is the Witch's group now?"
"They're heading to the treasure vault."
"...The treasure vault? But they haven't cleared the dungeon yet?"
"She said she absolutely won't clear it without receiving payment upfront..."
"Useless fools! I told you! There are still artifacts we haven't moved from the treasure vault! You should have somehow convinced her that we'd give them after clearing the dungeon!"
"I apologize."
"Hah..."

The President grabs the back of his neck and leans back in his chair.

"What's the current status of the artifacts?"
"Of the 22 Unique-grade artifacts in the treasure vault, all have been secretly moved. Of the 57 Rare-grade artifacts, 44 have been moved so far."
"Tsk..."

Artifacts.
By-products from dungeons, they are graded through performance tests conducted by the World Hunter Association.

Common – Magic – Rare – Unique

They are classified into these four grades, with Unique-grade artifacts mostly being by-products from S-class or higher dungeons, possessing tremendous capabilities.
Rare artifacts, while not matching Unique-grade ones, still have remarkable performance.
Initially, when they tried to use the Witch to clear the troublesome dungeon, they offered gold bullion as compensation.
But the Witch immediately refused, and as an alternative, they sent a request to the World Hunter Association for a Hunter who could clear an SS-class dungeon. However, upon hearing it was a miasma-type dungeon, all Hunters promptly declined.

Eventually, they came back to the Witch, who counter-proposed that she would clear it in exchange for taking 10 artifacts from the treasure vault.

"What a waste. Such a waste!"

How hard it was to collect those artifacts.
While Rare-grade artifacts may be inferior to Unique-grade ones, they are still extremely difficult to obtain, like finding a needle in the sky.
Thinking about the Rare artifacts he had collected over five years as President by draining the national treasury, he feels furious.

But since no Hunter except the Witch can clear an SS-class miasma-type dungeon, he has to resign himself to giving up the remaining 13 Rare artifacts.

"She might not know how to identify artifacts, so direct her to the display cases with Common and Magic grades as much as possible."
"Yes, understood."

Ch.77 - SS-Class Miasma-Type Dungeon. (3)
It had been about 10 minutes since the bug who was leading the attendants took the wheel of the limousine and started driving to the treasury, all because Cha Ah-Ram disliked having women around her.

As Ah-Ram sat beside me, fiddling with my hand and staring at me intently, I grew increasingly embarrassed. To change the mood, I decided to ask something I'd been curious about.

"I'm wondering about those women you rejected earlier?"
"...Those bitches from before? Why?"

The moment another woman's name left my lips, her eyes narrowed sharply as she questioned me fiercely.

*I need to watch my words.*

If I say the wrong thing, those two women who approached us earlier might cease to exist in this world without my knowledge.

"They were clearly Indian, but why were their names in English? Oh! Is it because they use English code names?"

I asked out of curiosity, having been born in Korea and never left the country, nor studied other nations' cultures or traditions.

"Those vermin wouldn't have the courage to use code names in front of me. So the English names they gave must be their real names."

English names are their real names?
Come to think of it, even though we have Hangul in our country, most Korean names are created using Chinese characters, right?
But from what I've heard, India has a very strong cultural identity.
Seeing my puzzled expression, Ah-Ram continued:

"It makes me angry to even talk about this, but the reason they use English is because India, like our country, was colonized by Britain."
"Ah."

It's painful to remember, but our country was once colonized by Japan. During the Japanese occupation, the number of "honorary Japanese" increased dramatically.

"It's ridiculous. Being colonized by a country that couldn't even stop an S-rank Dungeon Wave and ended up destroyed. The more I think about it, the more infuriating it is."
"....."
"Is there something on my face? Why are you looking at me like that...?"
"No, it's nothing."

Her unexpected comment made me see her differently. She had always referred to everyone except me as bugs or vermin, treating them as less than human, and had only criticized our country until now. But hearing her talk like this, I'm reminded that she's Korean too.

Just then, Baek Seol-Ah, who had been sitting far away from me due to Cha Ah-Ram's power, leaned her upper body toward me, stretching her arm to touch my leg.

"Oppa."
"Why are you calling me?"
"Oppa, what's your ideal type?"

She's suddenly asking about my ideal type?
I quickly glance sideways at Cha Ah-Ram's face, but her expression remains calm.

"Why are you asking that?"
"Why am I asking? Isn't it obvious?"

Slowly, very slowly, Baek Seol-Ah inches her bottom closer to where I'm sitting and answers with a bright smile.

"I want to become the ideal type you like. If you keep pretending not to know my feelings, it really makes me sad."
"Well..."

As I keep checking Cha Ah-Ram's reaction and feeling awkward:

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"I'm fine with it."
"What do you mean? What's fine...?"
"That bitch coming onto you. I specially gave her permission."
"What?"

Since when did you give permission without me knowing?

"I realized that no matter how much that bitch throws herself at you, you won't be swayed, right?"

Is she trusting me?

"In looks, body, wealth, power, and even in how much I love you—I overwhelm her in every way. I think I was being needlessly sensitive. So go ahead and let her try."
"Who are you?"
"...Pardon?"

This isn't the Cha Ah-Ram I know.
Could she be a doppelganger monster from that S-rank dungeon?
As I stare at her with reasonable suspicion, she finally notices my doubt and puffs her cheeks.

"I'm just confident I won't lose you."
"Good job."

I naturally pat her head.

"Um... I'm right here. Isn't this a bit much?"

Baek Seol-Ah, who had moved closer, mutters with a disgruntled voice.

"He's my boyfriend, what's it to you? You just watch."
"...Hah."

Baek Seol-Ah, who had reached out her hand, hangs her head and withdraws it.


* * *


The limousine carrying us slowly begins to stop.

"We've arrived at the treasury."

The attendants who came with us announce as they open the limousine doors.

"This is the treasury?"

Looking at a building about the size of a villa in our country, with an extremely worn exterior, I ask.

"Yes, that's our country's treasury."

The exterior must be a disguise.

"Before I guide you inside, may I mention the contract we agreed upon once more?"

The bug who got out of the driver's seat approaches and asks us.

"Go ahead."

I didn't hear the details, but I understood we'd be receiving Artifacts instead of gold bars as initially proposed.
The bug takes out documents from inside his jacket, clears his throat, and begins explaining the contract.

"In exchange for clearing the SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon in India, Cheonmun Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram will receive ten Artifacts from the treasury. Are these terms correct?"
"Yes."

Cha Ah-Ram nods.

"But Vice Guild Master, you haven't cleared the dungeon yet, so taking the Artifacts now..."
"What?"

At the bug's words, she twitches her eyebrows and steps forward.

"Is there a clause saying I receive them after clearing it?"
"No, there isn't. But there's also no clause saying we give them to you first..."
"Are you playing word games with me?"
"N-no, not at all."

The bug immediately adopts a submissive posture, which gives me an odd feeling.
Ah, I see.
The reason his behavior feels strange is because it reminds me of the Hunters I've encountered.

Testing the waters.

Hunters never cross clearly defined boundaries, but when things aren't specified, they'll probe and try to claim things that aren't theirs. I've met countless Hunters like that.
But this is strange.
Why are they the ones testing us?
Normally, we would be the ones probing them, trying to get even one more item.

"If you have no objections, guide us inside immediately."

As Ah-Ram's voice cuts through my thoughts, I decide to think about it later and follow the bug who enters the dilapidated building without making a sound.

Beep. Beep. Beep-beep-beep.

Upon entering, we immediately see a massive iron door.
The bug stands in front of it, starts pressing buttons, then firmly presses the center with his palm.

Whirrrr.
Click.

Something unlocks on the other side of the iron door, and the tightly closed door begins to open.

"This is the first time we've brought outsiders into the treasury."

The bug creates enough space for us to enter and explains as he steps inside.

"...Wow."

The moment I see the interior, I'm overwhelmed and feel a chill down my spine.

"Let me introduce it again."

The bug, who had been walking ahead, stops, turns around, and bows politely to us.

"This is Vishnu's Ark. Currently, it houses 2,731 common Artifacts, 577 magical Artifacts, and 13 Rare Artifacts. Additionally, seeds and specimens of various plants and animals rest here."
"Hmm?"

As Cha Ah-Ram listens to the explanation about Vishnu's Ark, she looks beyond the bug with a strange gaze, lost in thought.

"You will take a total of ten Artifacts. As stated in the contract, you may choose any ten Artifacts from within Vishnu's Ark. While you select your ten items, I will wait outside."
"Wait outside? What if we take more?"
"There are many eyes inside Vishnu's Workshop. Besides, I don't believe the Vice Guild Master of the world-commanding Cheonmun Guild would do such a thing."
"How very nice of you."

Seemingly pleased with the bug's words, she smiles and gestures with her chin for him to leave.

"Then I hope you find the Artifacts you desire and have a pleasant time."

Step. Step.

The bug returns the way he came.

A moment later.

Only we remained in Vishnu's Ark.
After confirming the bug had left, Cha Ah-Ram casually linked her arm with mine.

"Shall we go then?"
"With 13 Rare Artifacts, let's look for those."

Since we're risking our lives to clear this dungeon, we should make it worth our while.
As I keep looking around trying to find something that looks expensive:

"Are Rare ones enough?"
"What do you mean?"
"Think about why I came here."
"Obviously to get Artifacts..."
"Ahjussi, wrong!"
"Wrong?"

I tilt my head at her correction.

"Do you think I brought you all the way here just to get Rare Artifacts? Absolutely not!"

With her hands on her hips, she speaks cutely, her lips looking attractive.

"Our guild vault is filled with not just Rare but also Unique Artifacts. The reason I came here is because there's an Artifact that suits you perfectly."
"Suits me?"

I've never heard of an Artifact "suiting" someone before.
Aren't they just equipment you use?

"Your ability reduces weight by half, right?"
"Technically, only for non-living things."
"And you drank an Elixir to get a B-rank body. Taking all that into account, I found information about an Artifact here that's perfect for you."
"....."

What is she trying to say?

"As much as I'd like to wipe this pathetic country off the map..."
"Ah-Ram? Snap out of it."

When blood vessels suddenly appeared in her eyes, I quickly embraced her to calm her down.

"Huff... Since they didn't move it far away, I'll let it slide just this once."

I don't understand what she means, but I'm relieved she's letting it go.

"So where is this Artifact that suits me?"
"Over there."

Pointing inside:

"Follow me."

She slips out of my embrace and takes my hand, leading me forward.
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Cha Ah-Ram led me by the arm into the inner room, but suddenly stopped and turned to Baek Seol-Ah who was following us.

"Since you're entering the dungeon too, I'll give you three artifact points. So stop following us and find what you want, okay?"

I'd noticed it since the private jet, but her attitude toward Baek Seol-Ah had definitely changed. Until now, she'd been acting like someone being chased, but now she seemed more generous and open-minded. It felt a bit awkward but secretly made me happy.

"Didn't you say this place only had Rare artifacts? I'm currently wearing eight Unique artifacts. Don't pretend to be generous."
"Generous?"
"You challenged me to try taking them. But now you're trying to get rid of me. Are you scared?"
"Huh? As if I'd be scared of someone like you."
"Then let's go together."

*Grind*

Cha Ah-Ram glared at Baek Seol-Ah, grinding her teeth with a frown before quickly switching to a smile.

"Fine, come along. Let's go, Ahjussi."
"Oh, y-yes... let's go."

As I held Cha Ah-Ram's hand and entered, looking at the display cases, an iron wall appeared in my view.

"Is it here?"

I asked while examining the display cases near the wall, but she shook her head.

"No. It's beyond this wall."
"Beyond the wall?"

*Creak!*
*Screech!*
*Thud.*

At that moment, the iron wall began to twist strangely, creating a space large enough for two people to enter at once. The iron that had filled that space compressed into a small ball and fell to the floor.

"What are you doing! You're damaging this—"
"I was right, wasn't I?"
"..."

Beyond the opening, dozens of brilliantly shining equipment pieces were visible.

"Let's go inside and talk."

She led me through the opening into the space beyond.

"...Fragarach · Tahlrum? Wait, is that...?"

Baek Seol-Ah, who had followed us in, stood motionless, captivated by the display cases in the room we'd entered. Then, as if discovering something, she moved toward one of the display cases like someone in a trance.

"Didn't you say you weren't going to choose anything?"
"Caduceus."

Cha Ah-Ram spoke to her, but Baek Seol-Ah ignored her, quickly approaching the display case and grabbing a long staff.

It was about 1.5 meters long. The surface of the staff featured two intertwined snakes with their heads meeting at the top, and a pair of angel wings attached where the heads met. Holding the staff, Baek Seol-Ah caressed it with her palm.

"I've always wanted this..."
"What are you doing?"
"Somehow, no matter how much I searched, I couldn't find it. So it was here."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been by my side, suddenly appeared next to Baek Seol-Ah and snatched the staff she was caressing.

"A Saintess wouldn't break her promise, would she?"
"..."
"You gave up your right to three points earlier. So all ten artifact points are going to our Ahjussi. Don't even dream about it."
"...just..."
"What did you say?"

Baek Seol-Ah, who had been staring longingly at the staff on the display, muttered quietly.

"J-just one..."
"No way. Did you think I'd give you even one?"

Baek Seol-Ah was pleading with Cha Ah-Ram. But when Cha Ah-Ram snorted and flatly refused, she turned to me with a tearful expression. As the one who had forcibly brought her here, I wanted to give her not just one but all three rights back, but I didn't have that authority. After all, it was Cha Ah-Ram who secured this contract and discovered this place, so how could I tell her what to do?

I steeled my resolve and maintained my silence. Cha Ah-Ram, looking satisfied, tempted Baek Seol-Ah.

"You want it?"
"Will you give it to me?"
"Then give me one of your Unique artifacts."

That doesn't seem right. At best, these would be Rare artifacts, but she's asking for a Unique in exchange. It seemed like such a scam that I was about to intervene.

"Which one?"
"The ring you're wearing."
"Iron Wall? Or Disguise?"
"Give me the Iron Wall ring. Then I'll give you one selection right."
"Hmm... okay."

What's happening here? Earlier she said she didn't need Rare artifacts. So why is she trying to trade for her own Unique?

Could it be...?

Because of me? Is she trying to win my favor by giving away a Unique artifact, of which there are fewer than a thousand in the entire world?

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes."

As I watched her remove the ring from her middle finger, Cha Ah-Ram turned to me when I called her.

"Isn't this going too far?"
"What do you mean?"
"Trading a Rare for a Unique doesn't seem right."
"Huh? What are you talking about? Trading a Rare for a Unique?"
"That staff is Rare, isn't it?"
"Ah~ You mean the Caduceus?"

It seemed a bit strange that she knew the name of the Rare artifact, but I figured she might know since she led the world's top guild.

"Anyway, I think you should just give—"
"Kihihihi. Ahjussi."
"Yes?"

Cha Ah-Ram, laughing while holding her stomach, wiped tears from her eyes with the back of her hand.

"This is Unique. It's a staff from mythology that was supposedly used by a god. It's the same grade as her Iron Wall, but the performance difference is like heaven and earth—it's a top-tier Unique artifact."
"...It's Unique?"

What is she saying? Didn't that attendant Bug say there were only Rare artifacts here?

"I told you earlier, didn't I? That I'm holding back from destroying this country."
"...I see."

The artifact's grade is Unique.
Cha Ah-Ram wants to destroy the country.
This hidden place beyond the wall.

As the puzzle pieces fit together one by one, I finally understand the current situation.

"You stole them?"
"I didn't expect him to act exactly like his name, Bug... To be honest, I wasn't planning to take all ten Unique points. At most, I was only going to take Achilles' Armor and the Celestial Shoes. But this is too outrageous."

Among the artifacts she mentioned, I recognized one name.

"Achilles' Armor? You mean the golden armor from the SS-rank dungeon that destroyed Greece?"
"Yes, it came out when I cleared it. I didn't need it then, so I exchanged it for something else. But now I think it would really suit you, Ahjussi."

She explains while picking up a rusty armor placed next to the Caduceus staff.

"So this is a good deal for Baek Seol-Ah, right?"
"...Yeah."
"Then will you trade?"
"Here."

As soon as she asked if Baek Seol-Ah would trade, Baek Seol-Ah immediately handed the Iron Wall ring to Cha Ah-Ram and grabbed the Caduceus staff again, rubbing it against her face. Cha Ah-Ram approached me as I watched blankly.

*Boom!*

The ground shook as she placed the rusty armor in front of me.

"First, put this on... Wait a moment."

Just as she was about to hand me the Iron Wall ring that Baek Seol-Ah had been wearing, something seemed to bother her. She began vigorously rubbing the ring with her sleeve.

"I'd like to disinfect it with a cleaning spell, but since you need to wear the golden armor, I have no choice..."

After muttering and cleaning the ring for quite some time, Ah-Ram smiled brightly.

"Give me your hand."
"Oh, um..."

Too surprised to ask questions, I extended my right hand.

"Not your right hand, your left hand."
"..."

When I extended my right hand, she caressed it before slipping the Iron Wall ring onto my ring finger.

"Ahjussi."

Looking at me with deep eyes.

"Marry me."

*Whoosh*

My face burned hot at the sudden proposal.

"You don't need to prepare anything. Just love me, and I'll give you everything I have. I'll cherish you like my own life. I'll give you everything, so please give me your love."
"T-that's..."

*Smooch*

She wrapped her arms around my neck, gave me a light kiss on the lips, then pulled her face back slightly. Looking into my eyes, she said:

"Ahjussi, marry me."


* * *


Bug, no, Mohamed was waiting in front of the entrance, leaning against the wall while they selected artifacts.

*Ring ring. Ring ring.*

After about 30 minutes, he received a phone call. Mohamed's expression gradually twisted as he took the call.

*Thud.*

The phone dropped from his hand to the floor as he shouted to the attendants with him.

"Emergency situation. The Witch has entered the space we moved. Quickly, tell—"
"Well, it is an emergency situation."

Mohamed and the attendants who came with him froze.

*Step, step.*

The footsteps grew closer.

*Thump, thump.*

Mohamed's heart began to beat violently as if it would burst, his pupils trembling.

*Suddenly.*

"It really is a dangerous situation, isn't it? Bug bastard."
"..."
"How would you like me to kill you?"
"..."

Cha Ah-Ram approached Mohamed's pale face, met his eyes, and smiled cruelly.
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Looking at Cha Ah-Ram with a complicated expression after she proposed to me.

"Do... do you dislike it?"

Her eyes grow moist, thinking I was rejecting her.

"It's not that."
"Then you'll marry me?"
"....."
"Ah, Ahjussi?"

Cha Ah-Ram stammers as she calls for me.
My heart turns over as I look at her.

Why did she propose to me?
I'm the one who should be called a Bug.
Cha Ah-Ram was the one who confessed first when we started dating.
Back then, I could say I missed my chance because I didn't properly understand my feelings for her, but now it's completely different.

*Son, when you meet the woman you love, you should be the first to confess.*
*Why? Can't the person I love confess first?*

The day I became an adult and awakened my ability.
My late father shared this with me over drinks.

*Do you want to get nagged like me?*
*Nagged?*

I didn't understand then.
Is it wrong for the person you love to confess first?

*You'll understand when you fall in love. And when you're certain about the woman you love, be the man who proposes first. Otherwise, you'll regret it for the rest of your life. Like me...*
*I'll think about it after I get a girlfriend first.*
*Tsk tsk tsk... You look just like me, how can you be forever single?*
*I'm not forever single.*
*You call that dating? That was just playing house. Anyway, remember what your dad told you.*

Words I had let go in one ear.
Those memories now pierce my heart like daggers.

"You don't like it. I went ahead again..."
"Ah-Ram."

I pull Cha Ah-Ram, who's hanging her head, tightly into my arms.

"I'm sorry."
"I-I'm fine. Hehe. When you're not feeling pressured, you can tell me again..."
"I'm really sorry for making you propose."
"...What?"

Cha Ah-Ram misunderstood again, thinking I was rejecting her when I was apologizing for something else. She looks so cute and lovable.

"You know? I heard something from my father before."
"...Your father?"
"He said if you do something you'll regret, you'll get nagged and suffer in your later years."
"As long as you love only me, I..."
"You never know what might happen. I'm afraid you might nag me about this forever."
"What are you saying? I just want to be with you forever, Ahjussi."
"Me too."
"....."

Finally seeming to catch on to what I'm trying to say, she lifts her head, and I see her beautiful tear-streaked face.

"Why are you crying?"
"I-I thought you were rejec... hnnng..."
"Crybaby."
"I-I'm not a crybaby."
"I'm not a crybaby."
"Stop copying me."
"Don't want to."
"....."

When I keep mimicking her words, she turns her head away as if upset.
Even that gesture is so lovable that I place my hand on her cheek and forcibly turn her face back to me.

*Smooch*

"J-just because you do this..."

*Smooch. Smooch. Smooch.*

After kissing her moist lips one, two, three times in succession, I smile gently.

"Will you wait for me a little longer?"
"....."
"I may be lacking in everything compared to you, but I can't give in on this one thing."
"...You always ask me to wait. That's unfair."
"The man you love has this unfair side to him. Isn't that part of why you like me?"
"....."

Meeting her gaze, I slowly close and open my eyes, wiping away the tear tracks with my finger.

"Wait for me."
"I'll listen to you one last time."
"Thank you."
"I love you."
"Me too."

As my eyes see only the lovable Cha Ah-Ram, I convey my clumsy but certain feelings to her.

"Ahem."

Startled by Baek Seol-Ah's fake cough, I quickly try to move away from Cha Ah-Ram.

*Grab*

I'm forcibly pulled back into Cha Ah-Ram's embrace by her strong grip.

"I even gave up the staff, and you're being considerate?"
"...Damn woman."
"Yes, loser."
"Haah....."

At Cha Ah-Ram's words, Baek Seol-Ah curses, then looks at me with complicated eyes before sighing and approaching us.

"Young-Seok oppa."
"Yes."

As I maintain formal speech with her until the end, Baek Seol-Ah bows her head deeply.

"Oppa... no, would you prefer if I called you Hunter Kim Young-Seok?"
"...I would appreciate that."
"I like Hunter Kim Young-Seok very much."
"....."

Having witnessed our confession scene, Baek Seol-Ah musters her courage and conveys her feelings to me.

"Can't you give me even... even just a tiny chance?"
"I'm sorry."

I know my capacity is small.
It's so small that not even a single strand of hair could fit into my heart because it's already completely filled.
Even if there were space, I wouldn't accept Baek Seol-Ah.

"Why? Are you pushing me away... because you think you fell for me when you saved me?"
"I'm sorry."
"I'm not inferior to that woman..."
"Watch your mouth! You're weaker than me, uglier, and your body is worse too."

Cha Ah-Ram flares up at Baek Seol-Ah's words.

"I could treat you well too... I could only look at you."
"I'm sorry."
"I could make you happy for life! Hunter Kim Young-Seok, oppa, you just need to give me your love..."
"Don't copy what I said."

Though it's clearly a serious situation, I can't help but smile as I watch Cha Ah-Ram constantly interrupting Baek Seol-Ah, finding her incredibly cute.

"...Fucking bitch."
"You want to go?"

Seeing my smile, Baek Seol-Ah makes a resigned expression, then pokes Cha Ah-Ram's plump chest with her finger and curses. Cha Ah-Ram glares at her with narrowed eyes.
As the situation becomes explosive, I try to break free from the embrace to stop their fight.

"You're really annoying. I can't stand you."
"Who are you calling annoying, you fake?"

*I don't think I need to stop them.*

As I was about to intervene, I look at them both with a curious expression.

"Ahjussi! Why are you looking at her like that? Was your promise to love only me a lie?"
"...Do I still have a chance with you?!"

Noticing my gaze, they both shout at me simultaneously.

"That's absolutely not it."

With a pleased smile.

"I just think you two look good together."

I simply thought they looked good together, fighting like close friends.

"Me with her? Ahjussi, don't joke around."
"Ugh! I'd rather die than be friends with someone like her."

Despite their vehement reactions, I'm convinced.
They could get along well.

They're both twenty-one, so they should match well.

A Witch and a Saintess.

Coincidentally, they're both S-rank Hunters who stand at the pinnacle of the world, irreplaceable.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah. No, Seol-Ah."
"D-did you just call me Seol-Ah...?"

When I call her by the nickname Seol-Ah for the first time, Baek Seol-Ah's eyes widen.

"You know our Ah-Ram doesn't have friends, right?"
"...I don't want to."

Geez.
Does becoming S-rank make you quicker on the uptake?
I try to continue, but Baek Seol-Ah quickly refuses.
But I persist.

"Get along well with Ah-Ram."
"I don't want to!"
"Ahjussi! I wouldn't take someone like her even if you gave her to me! I only need you."
"You really do match well."
"....."
"....."

Smiling contentedly, I take Ah-Ram's hand and join it with Baek Seol-Ah's.

"Please."
"...Sigh, then I have a request, oppa."
"Tell me."
"Bite down hard."

*Slap*

Thunder rings in my ears as my head turns to the side.

"This bitch is crazy! How dare you hit someone in front of me?"
"You fucking bitch, oppa deserves to be hit!"

Seeing Baek Seol-Ah hit me, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes flip as she tries to use her Compression ability on her, but I quickly stop her.

"I'm fine."
"But she hit you..."
"I'm really fine. Considering the hurt I caused her, I got off easy. Right, Seol-Ah?"
"...You damn bitch. If you ever make him cry, I'll kill you by any means necessary, so be prepared."

Baek Seol-Ah shouts at Cha Ah-Ram with an angry expression.

"...Giving up?"

Cha Ah-Ram belatedly asks, hearing Baek Seol-Ah's words as a sign of surrender.

"I'll go out and wait first, so hurry up and choose what you want."

With a relieved expression, Baek Seol-Ah speaks and then exits through the hole Cha Ah-Ram made, holding her caduceus. I watch her retreating figure.

"You're not looking because you regret it, right?"

Hearing Cha Ah-Ram whisper in my ear, I quickly shake my head.

"Of course not."
"I'll make you happy."
"That's my line."
"What does it matter? I loved you first, so I'll do it."

Embarrassing words.
But the feelings Cha Ah-Ram conveys to me aren't embarrassing at all.

"I'll make you happy too."
"You better."

We hold each other tightly, feeling each other's heartbeats.
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*Hic.*

Startled by Cha Ah-Ram's face suddenly close to his with a smile, the Bug hiccups and breaks into a cold sweat.

"I'm asking how you want to die?"
"....."

Who would want to die?
But in the Bug's mind, all of Cha Ah-Ram's past atrocities flash before him.

[Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth. Cha Ah-Ram burned entire families of those who defied her at the stake?!]
[A-rank Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, once an S-rank candidate, tore apart hunters and fed them to orcs as feed. Is there no way to stop her now?]
[The world was shocked by her cruelty when she ripped out the tongues of hunters who provoked her and compressed them whole to prevent healing.]

All these evil deeds committed in just one short year.

"Speak."

Trembling at her talk of death.

"V-Vice Guild Master, y-you misunderstand."
"Misunderstand? Kuhehehehe. Misunderstand, you say?"
"Y-yes..... It's a misunderstanding. I don't know why you're angry, but....."
"Oh? You don't know?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been snickering at the Bug's words, suddenly puts on a fierce expression.

"Are you playing games with me?"
"....."
"It's not just you who could die."

*Gulp.*

"What do you think about me wiping out this entire country full of bugs?"
"....I'm truly sorry!"

At her words, which seemed to indicate she knew everything, the Bug instinctively squeezes his eyes shut, drops to his knees, and begins begging Cha Ah-Ram for forgiveness.

"So why did you do something to be sorry for? Did you think such tricks would work on me?"

He had many plans and thought he could prevent her from doing anything until she cleared the SS-rank dungeon based on that information.

*It was a miscalculation.*

Now it doesn't matter how she found out.

"J-just this once....."
"Asking me to spare you? That's....."
"No! I'm not asking you to spare me."
"Then?"

Cha Ah-Ram glares intently at the Bug who claims he's not asking to be spared.

".....I-I was the one who orchestrated everything. So please, with your generous heart, forgive the others and the country except for me....."
"What are you trying to pull? You orchestrated it? A bug like you?"
"Ah-Ram."
"Yes~"

His heart sinks as her tone suggests she knows it was ordered from above. Images of his family screaming as they burned flash before him. Then he notices Cha Ah-Ram's face suddenly softening into a gentle smile.

"Let's let it go this time. We got what we wanted anyway, right?"
"But..... They tried to deceive you, Ahjussi. These things aren't people, they're insects. So....."
"Ah-Ram."
".....Tch. Fine. You parasite."

When her companion restrains her, she makes a face that says she can't help it and immediately whispers in his ear.

"I was planning to kill you specially by peeling your flesh 1mm at a time. Consider yourself lucky."

*Tap tap.*

After tapping the kneeling Bug's head with her palm and whispering, Cha Ah-Ram moves to her lover's side.
The Bug stares blankly at Cha Ah-Ram's lover, who is wearing the Celestial Shoes, Golden Armor, Guardian Bracelet, and Club that they had hidden in a secret location.

"Excuse me."
".....Please speak!"

The Bug, who instinctively realizes that the man who saved the country from destruction at Cha Ah-Ram's hands rather than the SS-rank dungeon is the real power, hastily responds.

"I'm curious about something. May I ask you one question?"
"I'll answer anything you ask."
"Why did you do it?"
"....."

The Bug is struck speechless by the man's sudden question.

"It's strange, isn't it? An SS-rank dungeon threatening the country. A Miasma-Type Dungeon on the verge of a Wave. Why would you do such a thing to Ah-Ram who flew from far away to clear it?"

*...He wasn't trying to stop her.*

The man's consistently smiling expression gradually becomes terrifying.

"There must be a reason why you tampered with the Artifacts contracted as payment for risking her life to clear it? I'm curious, so please answer."

Despite his calm tone, there's a suffocating pressure and terror.
Thinking that Cha Ah-Ram who threatened to kill him was actually milder in comparison.

".....I'm sorry."
"No need to apologize."

The man smiles at him and says:

"The water is already spilled, isn't it? So I want compensation for the wounds we've received."
".....C-compensation meaning?"

Swallowing hard, he responds to the man's words.

"Well, since it doesn't seem like we can talk things through with you, hmm....."

*Clap.*

As if something occurred to him, he claps his hands.

"First, bring the person who ordered the Artifacts to be hidden here."

The mastermind?
In the Bug's mind, he traces up the chain of command until one person comes to mind.

*...Bring the President here?*

"I'll give you one hour. Bring the person who gave the orders. If....."

His expression changes from smiling to angry.

"If you bring someone else, you'd better be prepared. I already know who gave the orders."


* * *


In a hotel suite a short distance from Vishnu's Ark.
Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram are sitting in chairs, while Baek Seol-Ah sits on the bed, with people kneeling before them.

"I asked earlier but got no answer... Since you're the one who gave the orders, would you answer my question? Why did you play this trick?"

Among those kneeling, the man at the center.
No, the President representing this country recalls the information he received while flying here as he breaks into a cold sweat.

'The real power is not the Witch but the Witch's lover. So depending on what the Witch's lover says, the country could be destroyed, so be careful.'

This was the urgent report from one of Mohamed's entourage.

*Is this man... the Witch's lover?*

The report stated he was over thirty, but looking at him now, he appears to be in his early twenties at most. His constantly smiling expression seems kind, but the tone in which he speaks contains venom, making it difficult to answer readily.

"Nothing will change by stalling like this."
"I-I'm sorry. But I never intended to cause harm....."
"Excuse me for interrupting, but if you keep making excuses, we can contact the Association directly to request punishment."

The woman sitting on the bed.
At first, he thought she was the Witch's secretary, but one of his entourage recognized her face and said:

'The Saintess is next to the Witch.'

In other words, those before him are at the pinnacle of the world.

*The old men at the Association are all on the Saintess's side.*

Her Regeneration ability has a completely different mechanism from healing abilities.
A miracle that regenerates cells and can save those on the brink of death.
In other words, it has an effect similar to an Elixir, so the old men at the Association who want to live longer would immediately turn their knives on him if the Saintess contacted them asking for his punishment.

"I'm sorry for being greedy."

He finally admits, under pressure, that he was greedy.

"Then provide compensation."
".....What do you want?"

The President, who had received reports that 10 of the Unique Artifacts hidden in the secret location were missing, is on the verge of going crazy at being asked for more compensation, but if he refuses here, he will go down in history as the worst president, the culprit who destroyed the country.

"We don't particularly want anything, so you decide on the compensation, Mr. President."

*...The Witch's lover indeed matches well with her.*

He wants to overturn everything at these vicious words, but unable to do so in his position, he squeezes his brain to propose compensation.


* * *


"Ahjussi."

After the commotion ended and we sent Baek Seol-Ah to the adjacent room, we're alone. We wash up briefly and lie down on the bed.
Ah-Ram naturally rests her head on my arm and tickles my chest with her finger as she calls me.

"What?"
"I think it's the first time I've seen you angry, Ahjussi."
"Did you dislike it?"

*Shake shake.*

She shakes her head at my words.

"No. Seeing you angry made me really happy."

I try not to get angry as much as possible, but I couldn't help but explode when I found out they had played tricks on Ah-Ram who came to clear the dungeon risking her life.

"It was too much."

Still, I broke a sweat trying to somehow pacify Ah-Ram and make her understand.

"I'm sleepy."

When Ah-Ram, who woke up early and hasn't slept at all, says she's sleepy, I turn toward her and use my free left arm to brush aside the hair covering her beautiful face.

"Go to sleep."
"Give me a goodnight kiss."

*Smooch.*

"Hehe....."

Now accustomed to her asking for kisses, I immediately give her one, and she smiles with her eyes and snuggles into my arms.

"Ahjussi, dream of me."
"Sweet dreams to you too, Ah-Ram."

Listening to Ah-Ram's heartbeat as she hugs me tightly, I slowly drift off to sleep.
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The next morning.

I wake up from sleep because my face feels itchy, and I look at what's causing the sensation.

Soft breathing.

Cha Ah-Ram is clinging tightly to my body, breathing evenly. Though I'd love nothing more than to stay like this, today we're entering an SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon, and proper preparation is essential to minimize the danger. I carefully extract my arm.

"Phew..."

I gaze at her sleeping like a princess in a fairy tale before finally tearing my eyes away. I quietly leave the bed, exit the bedroom, and sit in a chair in the living room where I turn on my phone to access the internet.

"They certainly delivered."

When the President ultimately failed to make the proposal I wanted, I finally spoke up directly.

"Please make Cha Ah-Ram an Indian hero."
"Pardon? What do you mean by that...?"

It was a modest request compared to what I could have asked for, but I made it nonetheless, leaving the President looking bewildered.

"I mean, make people recognize our Ah-Ram—Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram of the Cheonmun Guild—as the hero who saved India."

I had considered many possibilities. Should I ask for Indian land? Or perhaps request some of the remaining Unique Artifacts still hidden in secret locations? Or maybe just ask for money?
Many thoughts crossed my mind, but ultimately, Cha Ah-Ram was the one who deserved compensation. Those people had played games with her, an S-rank Hunter at her peak. Though they should face severe consequences for what they did to her and the Cheonmun Guild, Ah-Ram endured it all desperately for my sake.

So I needed to repay her as well.

*Let's change her image.*

I recalled one of the ideas I'd been considering and immediately demanded—not requested—that they make her a hero. The President promised to do whatever it took to establish her as the savior of India.

[Will world-class Hunter "Cha Ah-Ram" become India's hero?]
[What are the Cheonmun Vice Guild Master's plans for clearing the SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon on the verge of a Wave?]
[Will the "SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon" hidden by the government until now become the next Papal States nightmare?]
["I promise to clear it"—Cheonmun Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram's pledge upon arriving in India!]

As a result, the internet is now flooded with endless articles about Cha Ah-Ram's good deeds.

-Cha Ah-Ram saving India? Yeah right. We should be grateful if she doesn't kill anyone while she's there.
└That's right. She kills people when they upset her.
└Are you an A-rank?
└Why do you ask?
└It's just funny. You think Cha Ah-Ram is the only Hunter who's killed other Hunters? What about others? Remember that incident where an A-rank Hunter pretended to help a C-rank and then killed them?

-Has she turned over a new leaf?
└If that Witch reforms, I'll cut off my balls. I'll even provide proof.
└Did you get beaten up by Hunter Cha Ah-Ram? Why are you and the comment above having such a meltdown?

While there are many positive articles about Cha Ah-Ram, most of the comments are filled with negativity.

I'm the only one who truly knows Cha Ah-Ram—a person with incredible abilities, wealth, and even the position as the sole heir to the Cheonmun Guild. She may not be able to completely reinvent herself like Baek Seol-Ah, who earned the title of Saintess, but I at least wanted to use this opportunity to change her image so she wouldn't be someone people feared.

"Come to think of it, it's funny."

I can't help but smile remembering the people who pretended to be Cha Ah-Ram's fans when I first met her in front of the Hunter Association.

"Now that we've taken the first step, I guess it's our turn."

Today, we'll be entering the SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon in the afternoon.


* * *


In the hotel restaurant on the second floor.
It's eerily empty since they've asked all the other guests to leave for our sake.

"Seol-Ah, did you sleep well?"
"Not really. I guess I really do sleep better at home."

I greet Baek Seol-Ah, who gave up on me yesterday.

"What about that woman?"
"She's probably still sleeping."

*Scrape.*

As soon as I mention she's sleeping, Baek Seol-Ah sits down next to me, giving me a strange look.

"Hey, have you considered two-timing?"
"......"

Didn't she say she was giving up yesterday? Now she's suggesting I two-time?
I glare at her, and she quickly waves her hands.

"I mean, in this day and age, there are men who marry more than one woman, right? It's annoying to be with that woman, but if you're happy..."
"Be quiet and sit over there, would you, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah?"
"Tch. You completely shut me out after I backed off yesterday."
"Ah! Yes, thanks for the Artifact."

Though she grumbles, she follows my request and sits across from me. I spread my fingers in thanks.

"By the way, what's this used for?"

We planned to check the performance of the Artifacts we collected yesterday during the final dungeon briefing, but since the Iron Wall was Baek Seol-Ah's Artifact, I ask her directly.

"Do you like games?"
"Games? You're talking to me about games? I'll have you know I'm a comprehensive gaming Neotube creator."

I confidently reply, thinking of the Love Sim game I played recently.

"Then this will be easy to explain. The Iron Wall has three functions."
"Three? As expected of a Unique..."

The first and last time I entered a B-rank dungeon, the Hunter Association lent me regular and magical Artifacts, but they only had one function each.

"First is physical enhancement. It literally enhances your body. It doesn't make you dramatically stronger, but it provides defense equivalent to a B-rank tank-type Hunter who uses physical abilities, which is why I wore it for so long. Second, you can use a shield like in games. It has a 24-hour cooldown after use, but in emergencies, it can save your life once. And third..."
"Mister! Why didn't you wake me up?!"

Baek Seol-Ah was about to explain the third function when Cha Ah-Ram arrives at the restaurant, shouting at Kim Young-Seok, and Baek Seol-Ah immediately closes her mouth.

"Ah, sorry, sorry. You were sleeping so peacefully that I didn't want to disturb you. Did you sleep well? Any discomfort?"

Kim Young-Seok, who was listening attentively to Baek Seol-Ah just ten seconds ago, now focuses entirely on Cha Ah-Ram. Though Baek Seol-Ah claimed to have given up, her feelings clearly remain as she turns her head sharply.

"...I won't tell you."
"Huh? What did you say?"
"Find out the third function yourself."
"Suddenly? Come on, tell me."
"....."

Baek Seol-Ah suddenly refuses to explain further, and when I ask again, she completely ignores me.

"What's going on?"
"I was asking about the functions of this."

I explain to Cha Ah-Ram, who has sat down beside me.

"Oh, this? I know about it because I was present during the performance test."
"Tch."

Baek Seol-Ah clicks her tongue when she hears Cha Ah-Ram knows about it.

"You know? Can you tell me then?"

I ask her to explain, mindful of Baek Seol-Ah who declared she wouldn't tell me.

"It has a function that wasn't impressive enough for me to bid on at the time, but it's very beneficial for you, Mister. Physical enhancement, shield, and stamina enhancement."
"Physical enhancement, shield, and stamina enhan... Wait, what enhancement?"
"Stamina enhancement. That's why all those decrepit old men were eager to bid on it, but that woman took it under the pretext of protecting her body."
"...Artifacts come with stamina enhancement? Even at Unique grade?"
"Why not? There are even Artifacts that make your hair fuller."

*That one is actually a bit tempting.*

I salivate at the thought, remembering my late father's poor hair condition.

"But Ah-Ram?"
"Yes?"
"Stamina enhancement?"
"Hehehe. Once I fell in love with you, I realized nothing was as good as the Iron Wall Unique."
"....."
"It's good for both of us, isn't it? Win-win!"

She's always so interested in these things...

*Scrub, scrub.*

I polish the Iron Wall on my right ring finger with my clothes.

"Wait, did you just... talk about this with Oppa?"
"So what?"
"Hah..."

Baek Seol-Ah's expression crumples as Cha Ah-Ram nods calmly.

"Oppa, I'm sorry. I think I'll choke if I eat here. I'll eat over there, enjoy your meal."
"Uh...?"

Baek Seol-Ah immediately stands up and moves to a corner table.

"She should be more gracious. Tsk... trying to make a move."

Cha Ah-Ram glances at Baek Seol-Ah and raises the corner of her mouth.


* * *


After finishing our meal, we begin the final briefing before entering the dungeon.
While discussing with Baek Seol-Ah about the time it takes to reach the safe zone from the entrance and from the safe zone to the boss room, as well as reviewing data on the types of monsters in the dungeon:

"You don't know how long the safe zone lasts?"
"Even the Indian government couldn't answer that."

Since they entered not to clear the dungeon but simply to scout the SS-rank dungeon, they probably didn't stay long in the safe zone.

"This could be a bit dangerous."

Every dungeon has a safe zone. Whether by divine arrangement or the plan of whatever created the dungeons, once you enter a safe zone, you're completely protected from the dungeon's environment and monsters.
But where there's light, there's also darkness.
Safe zones have a lifespan.
That's why older dungeons don't have safe zones anymore, so they only send in Hunters ranked at or above the dungeon's grade.

"If it's about to have a Wave, that means it's old."

Understanding the seriousness of the situation better than anyone, I respond gravely.

"What about buffs?"
"A Hunter from the Indian Association will provide buffs."

Initially, I wanted to bring a buffer from the Cheonmun Guild, but Ah-Ram strongly objected because the buffer was female.

"Hmm... I see."
"Will you be okay?"

I ask Baek Seol-Ah, who seems to be worrying.

"I've been to a Miasma-Type Dungeon before, but never an SS-rank."
"This is my first SS-rank dungeon too, so I'm a bit nervous."
"Hehe—Ow!"

Cha Ah-Ram strikes Baek Seol-Ah, who was smiling as my words seemed to ease her tension.

"Why did you hit me?!"
"Mister~ I'm scared too."

Ignoring Baek Seol-Ah's shout, Cha Ah-Ram nestles into my arms.

*The world's first person to clear SS-rank dungeons more than ten times is scared?*

Though an SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon is dangerous, and other Hunters might have believed her if they heard this, I can see right through her behavior.

*She's jealous.*

"What a load of crap."

Baek Seol-Ah has noticed too and curses under her breath.
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We arrive at the location of the SS-rank miasma-type dungeon and discover a massive cave emitting purple smoke.

"You just found this now?"
"Yes, sir."
"You're lying."
"...I'm not lying."

They probably didn't just discover it—they found it but couldn't handle it because it's an SS-rank dungeon.
This place isn't heavily trafficked, but it's still within the city limits.
My personal guess is they found it but didn't have Hunters capable of handling it, so they quietly controlled the area while waiting for an Indian Hunter strong enough to deal with it.
Since Wave eruptions are irregular, they took a gamble, but when signs of an imminent eruption appeared, the Indian government had no choice but to request help from the World Hunter Association or Cha Ah-Ram.

They're selfish people, but I can understand their reasoning.

*People like this are everywhere.*

Besides, I don't want to waste mental energy right before entering the dungeon, so I decide not to press the issue further.

"When will the Hunter with the buff ability you mentioned be arriving?"
"I apologize. They should be arriving shortly. If you could wait just a little longer, we'd appreciate it."

When I express my displeasure about the Hunter not showing up despite our imminent entry time, he quickly apologizes.

"Alright. Please let me know as soon as they arrive."

Having decided to wait, I enter the temporary tent where Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah are already seated.

"What did they say?"
"They said the Hunter is on the way. Let's wait a bit longer."
"Tsk... I don't like this."

Ignoring Ah-Ram's grumbling, I sit in the chair next to Seol-Ah, who seems nervous, her legs trembling.

"Are you okay?"
"More or less? How about you? This is your first SS-rank dungeon too, right?"

Not just SS-rank—I've never even been to an A-rank or S-rank dungeon.
The highest rank I've experienced was B-rank.

"I'm scared and nervous."
"For someone who claims to be nervous, you look pretty calm."
"I can't afford to show it."
"What?"

When I was C-rank, I felt burdened and terrified of death every time I entered a dungeon.
But I knew that if I showed fear, it would endanger my teammates, so I always hid it and endured.
That's been my mindset whenever entering dungeons.

"A little tension improves focus, but excessive tension stiffens your body and becomes a liability."
"...Oh."
"Don't worry. You'll do fine."

Although I'm entering this SS-rank dungeon at Ah-Ram's request, honestly, my job will just be the same porter role I've always done.
Since Seol-Ah's ability is crucial for clearing the dungeon, I speak kindly to help ease her fears.

"What about me?"

Ah-Ram suddenly interjects into our conversation.

"You... well, you'll do fine, right?"
"Encourage me too."

Even at the moment of entering an SS-rank dungeon, Ah-Ram craves my affection.

I move closer to her and stroke her head.

"Unlike me, I believe our Princess will do great."
"Hehe."

Finally satisfied, she smiles and leans her head against my body.

"The Hunter with the buff ability has arrived."

Our happy moment is interrupted by the announcement that the buffer we've been waiting for has arrived. I lead Ah-Ram and Seol-Ah outside the tent.

"Hello. I'm Michael, joining you to help clear this SS-rank dungeon."
"Nice to meet you."

He doesn't look Indian...

"I received an urgent call from the World Hunter Association and rushed here."
"Ah, I see."
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, it's been a while."
"Oh? Hunter Michael? Hello. It has been a while. How have you been?"
"Have you been well, Hunter Baek?"

Seems like they know each other.

"Hey."
"...Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, have you been—"
"Cut the nonsense. Let's enter the dungeon now."

Just as Michael nervously tries to greet Ah-Ram, she coldly cuts him off and suggests we enter the dungeon.

"We'll be heading in to clear the dungeon now."

I address the Bug watching us from a distance.

"We're counting on you."
"We entrust India to your care."

Mohamed and his attendants bow to us in unison, asking for our help.

We put on our gas masks, share Seol-Ah's Immunity ability and the newly arrived Michael's buff ability.

"Let's go."

I shoulder the massive backpack containing food and various tools, activate my ability to halve its weight, and we enter the dungeon where purple smoke flows out.
The entrance was cave-shaped, but once inside, it transforms into a vast miasma-type dungeon environment.

"From now until we reach the Safety Zone, I'll be in command."

During the briefing, we decided that I would lead until we reached the Safety Zone.

"Ah-Ram, do you sense any monsters?"
"Nothing within a 1km radius."

I ask Ah-Ram, who can detect even the faintest presence from far away.

"We plan to reach the Safety Zone within two hours while avoiding monsters as much as possible. Please keep noise to a minimum."

After saying this, we begin moving toward the Safety Zone located at the midpoint.

Thud, thud.

About an hour after we started moving through the dungeon, with only the sound of our footsteps audible:

"There are some ahead."
"How many?"

Ah-Ram, who was walking in front, stops and reports to me in a low voice.

"Ten of them clustered together."
"Ten? That wasn't in the report."

The report mentioned at most five monsters grouped together, but now there are ten?
Ah-Ram could kill them all with her Compression ability, but the noise might attract other monsters, so I consider our options.

"Can we go around them?"
"No, they're blocking the path to the Safety Zone that the reconnaissance team mapped out."

I mutter while looking at the map in my hand.

"We have no choice. Ah-Ram, kill them as quickly as possible when they come into view."
"Okay."

I feel helpless leaving everything to Ah-Ram, but since she's the only Hunter who can deal with the monsters, I have no choice but to rely on her.

As we continue forward, the monsters Ah-Ram mentioned come into view.

*Ogres, Cyclopes, and... Gargoyles? They're appearing now?*

I'm quite surprised to see gargoyles, which shouldn't be here according to the report, among the monsters described in the briefing.

"Why are there gargoyles here?"

Seol-Ah seems equally surprised, muttering as she looks at the gargoyles flying overhead.

"They probably followed the reconnaissance team down to this entrance area."

Ah-Ram theorizes about why gargoyles, which should only appear beyond the Safety Zone, are here.

"Either way, killing them is easy."
"..."

No one in this world would say killing gargoyles is easy.

SCREEEECH—

"See? Easy."

The gargoyle flying overhead begins to shrink, starting with its wings, until it compresses into a small ball and falls to the ground.

"Ah-Ram, they're coming."

THUD. THUD. THUD.

The moment the stone that was once a gargoyle hits the ground, the previously stationary ogres and cyclopes notice our presence and charge at us. I point toward Ah-Ram, who gives me a confident smile.

"Don't worry."

GROOOOAR—
GRRRR—

As I glance at the charging monsters, they all get compressed like the gargoyle and turn into pebble-like objects scattered on the ground.

"...Wow."

Not just me, but Michael too is stunned seeing these high-risk monsters die instantly.
Unlike us exclaiming in amazement, only Seol-Ah shows no reaction to the scene.

"We're running short on Immunity activation time. Let's hurry."

She urges us forward while Ah-Ram looks at me, seeking praise with her eyes.
We resume walking toward the Safety Zone.

"Oh? Isn't that the Safety Zone over there?"

When a pure white space, clearly different from the rest of the dungeon interior, comes into view, the tense Seol-Ah finally brightens up.

"Stay quiet until we get—"

RUMBLE RUMBLE.

"...in. I told you to be quiet."

It seems Seol-Ah's words triggered a reaction—the ground beneath us begins to shake, and something bursts through the earth in front of the Safety Zone.

"That's a bit..."

When a massive worm-shaped Great Worm appears, blocking our path, even the previously confident Ah-Ram shows concern for the first time.

*"I can kill a Great Worm, but it'll be a bit difficult."*
*"Why? You said you could quickly kill monsters stronger than Great Worms."*
*"It's the size difference."*

Her Compression ability can compress any object visible to her.
It's truly a god-like ability, but it has one drawback.

*"It takes longer to kill monsters with large bodies."*

SCREEEECH—

Though compression begins immediately upon its appearance, due to its enormous size, only parts of the Great Worm's body are being compressed. In pain, it writhes and slithers toward us, opening its mouth full of sharp teeth to attack.
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"Ah-Ram!!!"

As I shouted and ran toward Cha Ah-Ram, who was about to be swallowed by the Great Worm with its massive open mouth.

"If you tell anyone about this, you're dead."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been standing next to Baek Seol-Ah and quietly speaking to Michael, suddenly had something dark red rippling from her outstretched hand.

KWAAANG!

The rippling dark red smoke transformed into a small sphere, then struck the Great Worm. With a thunderous explosion, the exposed body of the Great Worm began to melt instantly.

"...Ah-Ram?"
"Ahjussi! Watch out!"

While I stood dumbfounded watching the surreal sight of the massive Great Worm melting after being hit by that small sphere, Cha Ah-Ram shouted urgently at me.

DRRRRRR—

At that moment, just like before, the ground beneath me shook violently. As I felt myself being sucked downward and the ground collapsed, Cha Ah-Ram rushed toward me at incredible speed.

Thud.

"...Ahjussi."

With a smile, she pushed me away just as the Great Worm burst through the ground and devoured her.

* * *

*I was planning to surprise him...*

She hadn't yet shown Kim Young-Seok any of her abilities other than her signature Compression power.

The reason was simple. Books about dating always said you needed to show something new to keep your partner interested in a long-term relationship. She had planned to reveal her abilities little by little, like peeling an onion. But Compression had a weakness against monsters with massive bodies, so she had no choice but to use her hidden ability.

An ability she hadn't even registered with the World Hunter Association.

Hellfire and Detection.

She had secretly tested her abilities within the Cheonmun Guild, and the results showed that her Hellfire ability was just as powerful an offensive skill as her Compression.

10,000°C.

Her Hellfire exceeded the limits of temperature-measuring devices.

*He'll praise me, right?*

After melting the Great Worm, Cha Ah-Ram turned her head toward Kim Young-Seok, but her other ability, Detection, alerted her that something was rapidly rising beneath his feet. She shouted and rushed toward him with all her might.

Thud.

As she pushed him away, her vision went black.

"...how annoying."

Barely maintaining her body inside the pitch-black interior of the Great Worm, she activated her Hellfire ability with both hands.

KEEEEEK—

The Great Worm began melting from the inside out instantly. Soon, the skin covering its massive body started to melt, and she jumped down in front of Kim Young-Seok, who was staring blankly at where she had been.

"..."

Kim Young-Seok stared at Cha Ah-Ram, who had emerged from the Great Worm, in a daze.

"Ahjussi, what did you think of my ability..."

Whoosh.

Kim Young-Seok, who had been staring blankly at Cha Ah-Ram, approached and began touching her all over.

"...Are you hurt anywhere?"
"Come on, do you think I'd get hurt from being eaten by a mere worm? I'm the strongest Hunter in the world, you know."
"The strongest Hunter...?"

His hands, which had been checking for injuries, stopped.

"That's right. You're 'Cha Ah-Ram.'"

Kim Young-Seok's expression twisted as he glared at Cha Ah-Ram intently.

SLAP!

"...Ahjussi?"
"Who, who told you! Who told you to sacrifice yourself like that?!"
"A-Ahjussi? It wasn't a sacrifice..."
"Shut up!"
"..."

For the first time, Kim Young-Seok slapped Cha Ah-Ram. Tears began streaming down his face as he shouted.

Having experienced such situations many times when running SS-rank dungeons alone, Cha Ah-Ram was used to it. Unable to understand why he had hit her, she rubbed her slapped cheek.

"...Why are you angry? I'm really fine, you know? If you're mad because I pushed you..."
"That's not it, you idiot!"

Kim Young-Seok, crying and shouting at Cha Ah-Ram, began to tremble uncontrollably and started walking briskly toward the Safety Zone alone.

"Where are you going! Ahjussi? Ahjussi!"

As Cha Ah-Ram tried to quickly follow Kim Young-Seok, Baek Seol-Ah grabbed her arm.

"Let go."
"Tsk tsk tsk... Chasing after him now will only hurt Oppa more."
"What are you talking about? Why would I hurt Ahjussi?"
"You stupid girl. Think about it. The woman he loves was eaten by a monster in his place. Even though you weren't hurt, do you understand how shocked Oppa is?"
"But I'm completely fine."

Baek Seol-Ah clicked her tongue at Cha Ah-Ram's irritated response. Finding her pitiful, Baek Seol-Ah hesitated before finally speaking.

"I should just keep quiet since it might give me a chance with Oppa, but that would be too cruel to him. I'll tell you something. With your personality, you must have investigated Oppa's background, right?"
"...So?"
"When I started liking Oppa, I begged my parents to find out some information. Do you know how his parents died?"
"I know. But what about it?"

Cha Ah-Ram answered indifferently, knowing that Kim Young-Seok's parents had died when a dungeon opened in their home and they were pulled in and killed by monsters.

"What do you mean 'what about it'? It's similar to what just happened to you! You just reminded Oppa of that pain again!"
"..."

Having lived her life not caring what happened to her own parents, Cha Ah-Ram still couldn't understand Baek Seol-Ah's point and just tilted her head. Seeing this, Baek Seol-Ah made a frustrated expression.

"Do you even love Oppa?"
"If you're going to talk nonsense..."
"If you love Oppa, shouldn't you try to understand and respect his past and the people he cares about? Especially his parents. And Oppa chose you as family a second time, but you just repeated that trauma."
"...Oh."
"Shit, I don't know why I'm telling you this."

Baek Seol-Ah sighed and cursed as she watched Cha Ah-Ram, who finally understood.

"So what should I do?"
"Do you have any conscience? I already set the table for you, and now you want me to feed you too? Just give Oppa to me instead. I'll treat him better than you."
"Get lost."

As Cha Ah-Ram was about to run after Kim Young-Seok, who had entered the Safety Zone alone, she turned her head slightly toward Baek Seol-Ah.

"...nks."
"What?"
"I said thanks, you damn woman."
"If you're thankful, why add 'damn' to it?"
"Anyway, I owe you for this. I'll pay you back later."

Patter patter patter.

Cha Ah-Ram ran to the Safety Zone after expressing her gratitude.

Watching her leave, Baek Seol-Ah's expression turned cold as she looked at the dazed Michael beside her.

"Michael Hunter."
"...Yes."
"What did you just see?"
"...Cha Ah-Ram Hunter using another ability..."
"Michael Hunter?"
"Yes?"

Baek Seol-Ah smiled at him.

"I didn't see anything. What did you say you saw?"
"..."

*"If you tell anyone about this, you're dead!"*

Remembering what Cha Ah-Ram had said when using her new ability, it became clear to him what attitude he should take.

"I didn't see anything."
"That's right."

Michael's back became damp with sweat as he saw Baek Seol-Ah's gaze soften, though her smile remained cold.

"Let's head to the Safety Zone too."

Having heard what she wanted to hear, Baek Seol-Ah moved at a deliberately slow pace to give Cha Ah-Ram enough time to talk things out with Kim Young-Seok.

* * *

"Hah..."

After reaching the Safety Zone, I kept seeing the scene of Cha Ah-Ram being eaten by the Great Worm flash before my eyes.

I know in my heart that if Cha Ah-Ram were in danger, I would have done the same thing.

But understanding doesn't mean I'm not angry. I'm angry at Cha Ah-Ram for trying to sacrifice herself for me, but I'm even more furious at my own powerless ability that holds her back.

"This damn ability... I really hate it."

For the first time, I feel disgust toward my ability because of how helpless I am.

"If I were stronger... if I were more reliable, Ah-Ram wouldn't have been in danger."

No, that's not it.
It's my fault for following her to India.
I should have stayed home within my limits and just done internet broadcasts.
No, I should have coldly rejected her when she confessed to me in the first place.
A C-rank like me dating an S-rank—that's why this happened.

"It's my fault. It's my fault."

As my mind grew increasingly confused and I began to blame myself...

"...Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram approached me.

"Stay away."
"I'm sorry."
"Why are YOU apologizing!"

Cha Ah-Ram did nothing wrong. It's entirely the fault of my weakness.

"Ahjussi, I'm sorry, okay? Okay?"
"..."

I...

"I made you recall bad memories. I'm really sorry."
"..."

What should I do?
I'm thrown into confusion as Cha Ah-Ram keeps approaching me.
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I took a step back, matching each step Cha Ah-Ram took toward me.

"Ahjussi."
"......"
"Remember how you used to back away just like this whenever I approached you?"
"....."

I hung my head low, lacking the courage to look her straight in the eyes.

"I'm really sorry for hurting you."

No, that's not it.
I was the one who hurt you.

The feelings that had risen to my throat were pushed deep down by my sense of unworthiness.

"But I don't regret what I did at all."
".....What?"

My cracked voice barely managed to escape my lips.

"I told you before. You're more important to me than my own life. I can use my life for you anytime."

*That's not love...*

At that moment, I thought of my parents who had always sacrificed themselves for me. As the image of my parents who always prioritized me overlapped with Cha Ah-Ram, my eyes began to sting.

"So if you're ever in danger again, I won't hesitate to throw myself in harm's way."
".....Ah-Ram."

I barely managed to lift my head and look at her through my blurry vision.

"Wouldn't you save me if I were in danger?"
"Of, of course I would....."
"See? You would save me too. By the way, your lover happens to be the strongest Hunter in the world. So please trust me a little."

*I was the one who didn't trust her.*

I felt ashamed as I recalled how I had failed to trust her because of my inferiority complex.

"I'm sorry for hitting you earlier."
"No, I actually liked it."
"Huh?"

She grabbed my hand and placed it against the cheek I had slapped.

"You're the first person who's ever hit me. I felt good thinking that you took all my firsts."
"That's ridiculous....."

Looking at Cha Ah-Ram smiling brightly, I made a promise to myself.
From now on, I would trust her... Just as she was willing to risk her life for me, I would risk mine for her.

"Have you two made up?"
"It's not making up, it's me being forgiven."

Baek Seol-Ah, entering the Safety Zone with Michael, made a disappointed face.

"The immunity skill I gave you will disappear soon."

Baek Seol-Ah looked around the pure white Safety Zone.

"So we should pray that the Safety Zone has a lot of time left."

Hearing this, I put down the large backpack I was carrying and began taking out its contents.

"Hungry? Let's eat."


* * *


My cooking skills, which had once been mediocre, improved dramatically as I traversed many dungeons.
Although my abilities remained the same, my teammates were pleased with my noticeably improving cooking skills.
When modern machines are brought into dungeons, they easily break down due to the mana and miasma contained within. This applies to all machines, from simple to complex ones, and I had learned methods to cook in dungeons.

Hissss.

I lit the firewood I had brought, took out a mess tin, wiped it thoroughly in case it was contaminated by the gaseous miasma, and immediately put water in it to boil.

While Kim Young-Seok started cooking, Cha Ah-Ram, Baek Seol-Ah, and Michael, who was watching the women cautiously, sat on the ground a little distance away.

"I didn't get to say this again because things were hectic, but if you reveal that I have other abilities, I'll eliminate not only you but also your family and your country. Got it?"
".....I'll keep it secret until I die."
"Are you saying you'll talk after you die?"
"No! I'll keep the secret even after death."
"Why is there no middle ground? Can't we just resolve this nicely through conversation? Besides, I gave you a stern warning earlier, so you'll behave properly. Right, Hunter Michael?"
"Y-yes, ma'am."

Baek Seol-Ah, who was watching Cha Ah-Ram threaten Michael with disbelief, joined the conversation. However, Michael seemed more afraid of Baek Seol-Ah than of Cha Ah-Ram, who had threatened to wipe out his family and country.

"Wow, so I'm the only bad bitch here? Well, media manipulation was always your specialty."
"You talk too much with that loose mouth of yours. I'm not making you out to be bad—you're already the worst trash. Isn't it better to manipulate the trashy media to save people?"
"You damn bitch."
"Thanks for the compliment?"

Though their words were sharp, the look in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes when she gazed at Baek Seol-Ah had softened compared to before. She glanced at Kim Young-Seok, who was cooking about 200 meters away from where they were.

"Um....."
"Spit it out."

When Cha Ah-Ram, who was always confident, showed hesitation for the first time, Baek Seol-Ah urged her on.

"Earlier....."

As she hesitated and struggled to speak:

"Forget it."
"....."
"I didn't give you advice to receive your thanks, so don't misunderstand."

Looking at Cha Ah-Ram with annoyance:

"I told you because I was worried Oppa would suffer too much. So don't thank me. If you're really grateful, hand him over."
"Don't talk nonsense."

She snapped back to her usual self, bristling at the suggestion to give up Kim Young-Seok.

"But I have a question—gargoyles appeared from the entrance, and even a Great Worm that wasn't mentioned in the report showed up. Are the monsters in SS-rank dungeons random?"
"No."

Even Cha Ah-Ram, who had cleared SS-rank dungeons multiple times, felt that the current situation was strange.

"The terrain of established dungeons, as well as the monsters and bosses, never change. Even monsters that respawn are identical to the ones we killed before."
"Then what about the report the reconnaissance team wrote?"

After pondering Baek Seol-Ah's question:

"Either they manipulated the report contents to mess with us or....."
"And?"
"There might be some change related to the continuously decreasing number of dungeons."
"What does that mean?"
"Evolution."
".....Evolution? You believe that nonsense?"
"That's how things seem to be going, right? Our guild has been researching evolution continuously... that hypothesis might be correct."

The number of dungeons appearing in the world is rapidly decreasing.
To be precise, dungeons that used to form naturally are no longer being created.
Even scholars studying dungeons don't know why dungeons have stopped appearing, but they've proposed one hypothesis:

*'They might have stopped creating new dungeons to invest that energy into existing ones.'*

What if dungeons had evolved?

Currently, the highest rank is SS.
Originally, if a dungeon stronger than SS-rank appeared, it would be classified as SSS-rank, but no stronger dungeons had emerged...

What if, as Cha Ah-Ram feared, SS-rank dungeons had evolved?

"I'd rather believe the Indian government concealed information to mess with us."

Baek Seol-Ah muttered, preferring that explanation, but tension was evident in her expression.

*'A dungeon with a Safety Zone experiencing a Wave?'*

Wave is a term for when monsters, continuously spawning in long-established dungeons, reach saturation and break out of the dungeon.
The method to predict a Wave is to measure the dungeon's initial energy and confirm it will burst when that energy more than doubles.
But this SS-rank dungeon has a Safety Zone.
It might disappear right now, but what if this is a recently created dungeon?
What if the energy hasn't increased due to saturation, but has been gathered for evolution?

However, seeing Baek Seol-Ah's tense expression, she ultimately buried these thoughts.

*'This is all because of Ahjussi.'*

Normally, she would have spoken her mind regardless of whether Baek Seol-Ah was tense or not, but now she was surprised to find herself being considerate, albeit awkwardly, and glared at Kim Young-Seok who was cooking.

"Doesn't your country have SS-rank dungeons too?"

Trying to ease the tension, Baek Seol-Ah asked Michael, who was sitting upright and listening attentively to their conversation.

"Yes, we do."

He answered while glancing at Cha Ah-Ram.

"You're annoying me. If you have something to say, just say it."
"Um... when will our country..."
"I knew it. I thought it was strange that your country suddenly sent a Hunter."

Michael's country is the United States.
Although the terms "superpower" and "guardian of the world" have become outdated, as the country with the largest population, their Hunter forces far surpass South Korea's, excluding herself.
The United States, wanting to maintain that position, rarely dispatches its Hunters abroad.

"Did that bastard call you?"
".....Yes."

Recalling the bug who had proposed marriage to her the year she awakened as a Hunter, she frowned, and he answered in a shrinking voice.

"I clearly warned him that if he clung to me one more time, he'd pay the price....."
"It-it's not just that. To clear the SS-rank dungeon....."
"Do I look stupid to you? Do you think I don't know why you're here?"
"....."
"When this dungeon is cleared, tell him this: if he bothers me one more time, I'll crush him even if it means breaking the World Hunter Association treaty."
".....Yes."

As Cha Ah-Ram spoke with a fierce expression:

"Dinner's ready!"

Seeing Kim Young-Seok waving at her and calling her to eat, her expression softened, and she walked toward him.
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Most engineering students prefer quick meals, but I was a bit different. I believed rice was the source of strength, so I'd cook elaborate meals even after being exhausted from killing monsters.

No. These are just excuses.

The truth is, I cooked for my own satisfaction. As a Porter with no other use, I wanted to be valuable to my teammates somehow. And I volunteered for difficult tasks because I feared being abandoned if a more capable Porter joined later.

"Wow... this looks delicious."
"That was another great meal."
"I'll do the dishes."

My teammates genuinely appreciated the cooking that stemmed from my insecurities. Thanks to them, I survived ten years as a Hunter. Thinking of those teammates who were kind to me when I was just a C-rank Porter, I really wanted to feed this to Ah-Ram.

The pot bubbled.

I added various spices, ham, meat, and glass noodles to the boiling water in my mess tin, while taking out firewood and another mess tin from my backpack to cook rice.

"Hmm..."

I carefully tasted the budae-jjigae with a ladle.

"A bit salty."

I quickly added more water and let it simmer. After about 30 minutes of cooking, steam rose from both mess tins, and the spicy aroma of budae-jjigae filled the Safety Zone. After checking if the rice was done by opening the lid...

"Dinner's ready."

I called out to Cha Ah-Ram, Baek Seol-Ah, and Michael, who were sitting together at a distance with Michael hanging his head.

"Looks delicious."

Hearing me, Cha Ah-Ram approached first, swallowing her saliva as she watched me transfer the budae-jjigae to bowls.

"Wash your hands."

I handed her wet wipes I'd taken out of my backpack earlier, then gave some to Baek Seol-Ah and Michael who followed. As they sat around me cleaning their hands, I placed bowls of budae-jjigae and white rice in front of them along with utensils.

"Oppa, isn't this too much?"
"What is?"
"Does that girl have a mouth but we don't?"

Busted.

Unlike what I'd given to Baek Seol-Ah and Michael, I'd filled Cha Ah-Ram's bowl with as much love as budae-jjigae. The observant Baek Seol-Ah noticed and grumbled.

"If you're jealous, why don't you be our Ahjussi's girlfriend? Ahjussi, I love you."
"I love you too."
"Hehe."

Though caught, I kept a straight face and smiled back at Cha Ah-Ram who whispered her love to me, telling her I loved her too.

"Ugh. I can't stand watching this. Michael Hunter, don't you find this annoying too?"
"M-me? Are you talking to me?"

Baek Seol-Ah, seemingly irritated by our display of affection, turned to Michael who was quietly preparing to eat with his bowl in hand, startling him.

"This is discrimination. We're all suffering together, but he only takes care of that girl. Say something to him."
"...We should be grateful to eat such cooking inside a dungeon."
"I like you. It's a waste for you to work under that guy. Want to join my guild? I'll treat you especially well."

After his initial surprise, Michael looked at Cha Ah-Ram, whose lips curled into a smile as she watched him.

"How disappointing. Don't you have any pride?"
"...Kim Young-Seok Hunter, thank you for the meal."

In the end, Michael ignored Baek Seol-Ah's continued jabs and thanked me for the food.

"Ahjussi, I'll enjoy this."
"Let me know if you want more."
"...Oppa, I'm disappointed."

Despite claiming disappointment, Baek Seol-Ah's eyes widened after tasting the budae-jjigae, and she began eating quickly.

We continued our meal in silence until we'd finished all the budae-jjigae I'd prepared.

"Thank you for the meal."
"Did it suit your taste?"
"It was a bit spicy, but truly excellent with rice."

I smiled contentedly seeing Michael's face light up with happiness. I'd worried that as an American, he might not enjoy budae-jjigae, but he seemed to have liked it.

"Ahjussi, that was delicious."
"Thank you."
"But Oppa, why did you suddenly make budae-jjigae? Couldn't you just have heated up some dungeon instant food?"
"I wanted to feed it to Ah-Ram."
"Me?"

Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head at my answer to Baek Seol-Ah's question.

"Yes, this budae-jjigae was one of the dishes I used to make for my teammates in dungeons. I read online that you always entered dungeons alone. So I wanted to feed it to you."
"Ahjussi..."

Cha Ah-Ram looked at me with honey-dripping eyes and threw herself into my arms as I held the empty bowl.

"You're not the only one here, could you restrain yourself?"
"Could you shut up?"
"...Should I release my Immunity skill and kill you?"

Ignoring Baek Seol-Ah's muttering, Cha Ah-Ram nuzzled her cheek against my chest.

"My heart feels like it's going to burst."
"Mine too."

I actually felt strange as she kept rubbing her face against where my heart was, making it hard to endure.

"Let's clear this dungeon quickly."

Sensing she would keep this up if I didn't separate her, I pulled Cha Ah-Ram away. Since everything in the dungeon would disappear from Earth once we cleared it, we left the used dishes as they were.

"Has your Immunity skill returned?"
"The cooldown is done. Michael Hunter, I need your buff please."

She emitted a green energy toward Michael and me, then looked at Cha Ah-Ram with displeasure.

"If we weren't clearing this to save people, I'd refuse to give it to you. Consider yourself lucky."
"You'd die by my hand before that could happen."
"Oppa! She's threatening to kill me again."
"...Weren't you in the wrong this time?"
"..."

Finally, the wounded Baek Seol-Ah cast her Immunity skill on Cha Ah-Ram.

"The moment we get out of here, I'm never helping you again no matter how much you beg."
"Come on, let's not fight. Let's go defeat the boss."


* * *


After leaving the Safety Zone, we advanced while avoiding monsters until we encountered a massive door.

"Is this the boss room?"

We all stopped when Cha Ah-Ram, who was leading, halted.

"Huff..."

Standing before the door, Cha Ah-Ram took a deep breath.

Whoosh.

The new ability Cha Ah-Ram had shown, Hellfire, began blazing from her right hand. When she placed it against the massive door, it began melting like cheese.

"Oh?"

A sudden sword thrust through the melting door at Cha Ah-Ram, but she dodged it with a slight upper body movement, as if she had anticipated it.

【...Eliminate intruders.】

Through the hole in the door, now large enough for one person to enter, appeared a knight in medieval armor. Instead of eyes, green flames flickered through the helmet's visor, and between the armor's joints, white bones were visible instead of flesh and muscle.

"...A Death Knight?"
"What's a Death Knight?"

Cha Ah-Ram seemed unfamiliar with Death Knights as she dodged its sword attacks, which were too fast for me to see, while asking about my muttering.

"It's an undead monster from games."
"Undead?"

Come to think of it, while monsters from games and novels had appeared until now, undead types hadn't shown up yet. I felt something was strange, but decided this wasn't the time to think about it, so I created distance from the battlefield to make it easier for Cha Ah-Ram to fight.

"Whether you're a Death Knight or undead..."

Crunch.

The Death Knight's form began to crumple.

"Do you think you, a humanoid, can defeat me?"

As Cha Ah-Ram, using her Compression ability that was more powerful on smaller targets, sneered—

Slash.

Part of her silver-long hair was cut as a sword embedded itself in the ground behind her.

【...My mission is to eli...minate intruders.】
"You bony bastard!"

The Death Knight, whose armor and bone body were being crushed by the Compression ability, threw its sword at Cha Ah-Ram, temporarily halting her ability. Furious that even a small part of her prized hair had been cut, Cha Ah-Ram tried to use her Compression ability again when—

【...Dispel.】
"...What?"

A bizarre voice from the boss room blocked Cha Ah-Ram's ability.

Clatter. Clatter.

As her Compression ability was forcibly cut off, she quickly threw herself to the opposite side of where we stood. Meanwhile, the Death Knight's crushed armor and bones returned to their original form.

The Death Knight, which had been on the verge of being compressed, completely recovered and walked to where its sword was embedded, grasping it.

【In...truder uses strange ability. Need... help.】
"...This is getting troublesome."

Behind the Death Knight requesting help, through the space Cha Ah-Ram had created in the door, another monster appeared.

"...I don't think I'll be able to eat bone soup anymore."

Another skeletal monster wearing a robe. Like the Death Knight, red light emanated from where its eyes should be, and it held a staff in its hand.

A Lich.

According to game lore, a Lich, known as the king of the undead, and a Death Knight, known as a commander, had appeared before us.
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When she was young, Cha Ah-Ram was familiar with Death Knights and Liches from games, but facing them in reality left her retreating helplessly while looking for an opportunity.

*Think. I need to think.*

These were monsters she'd never seen before, so she had no strategy. But knowing their characteristics, she wracked her brain.

The undead race of immortals. Death Knights were undead created from the bodies of swordsmen so skilled they were called Sword Masters. Liches used Life Vessels to continuously resurrect themselves while casting magic. As she recalled her gaming knowledge and pondered how to deal with them...

"Ah-Ram! Don't you sense something strange coming from the boss room?"

Someone shouted to Cha Ah-Ram, who was better at sensing presences than anyone.

Whoosh.

Barely dodging the Death Knight's sword strike, Ah-Ram quickly retreated beyond its range and turned her gaze toward the boss room.

"Huh?! I sense another presence."

Contrary to what I knew, there might not be a Life Vessel for the Lich but another monster instead. Hesitating briefly, I considered two options.
We could leave the dungeon and bring more Hunters. This option was truly simple. Originally, Ah-Ram herself didn't want to enter dungeons with others, which is why we came in alone, but normally at least 10 Hunters were needed to clear a dungeon.

The other option was to send Ah-Ram into an uncertain situation.

Back when I was a Hunter, I'd enter dungeons assuming I might die, so in situations like this, I wouldn't hesitate to discuss with teammates. But now I'm different.

*I don't want to send her.*

I don't feel it's necessary. No, my mind is actually begging me not to send her.

"...If I destroy the monster with that presence in the boss room, will that work?"

As the Death Knight closed in on Ah-Ram again during my contemplation, I grew increasingly anxious.

*I don't want to tell her.*

Looking around, I saw that Baek Seol-Ah and Michael were also hesitating, unsure how to deal with the undead they were seeing for the first time. Seeing this, I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood and rushed toward Ah-Ram.

"A-Ahjussi? You shouldn't come here!!!"

Clang!

Standing in front of her, I summoned Damro, which I had chosen from Vishnu's Ark, and barely managed to block the sword swinging at an imperceptible speed.

"Why are you—"
"Ah-Ram."

I called out to Ah-Ram as she tried to move forward to stop me, anticipating the Death Knight's next attack by the angle it scraped the floor.

"You need to destroy the presence you sense in the boss room. It could be a monster or something like a Life Vessel. If it's a Life Vessel, we can kill that Lich, and if it's another monster... we'll need to retreat quickly from the boss room."
"W-what are you saying? Why should I go in there? A-Ahjussi? We should deal with these bugs first..."
"...I'll hold them off, so please."
"How can you hold them off?! Get a grip—"

Clang! CLAAANG!

"Urrrgh!!!"

Just as I tried to explain to Ah-Ram, the Death Knight launched two consecutive strikes without waiting for our conversation to end. Gritting my teeth, I stamped my right foot on the ground for support and barely blocked the attacks.

Splurt.

*Ah-Ram's going to be upset.*

Though I blocked it, I couldn't completely stop it. Blood spurted from my forearm where the golden armor didn't protect me.

"Ahjussi!!!"
"Trust me."
"..."

I was about to use my compression ability on the Death Knight, but—

【Dispel.】

The Lich, who had been waiting for an opportunity, canceled Ah-Ram's compression ability.

"I'm not just a C-rank Hunter anymore, okay? I drank the Elixir you gave me and I'm wearing ten Unique Artifacts. Isn't that why you gave them to me? For times like this? So please trust me. Just like you did, I want to show you my cool—"

CLANG!
Splurt!

"—side!!!"

Crunch.

Grinding my teeth roughly, I blocked the overhead sword strike, but my right ankle sank deep into the ground.
Watching me with trembling eyes, Ah-Ram's eyes became bloodshot, and eventually, a stream of blood began to flow.

"...I'll quickly smash whatever's in there and come back to pulverize that skeleton that cut you, Ahjussi."
"I'm counting on you."

With the Death Knight in front of me, I couldn't turn my head, but my contorted expression relaxed as I told her to go.

BOOM!

Ah-Ram slightly bent her knees and charged at explosive speed toward the door that the Lich was blocking.

Crunch.

"...How reckless."

I watched as Ah-Ram disappeared into the boss room, ignoring the Lich and ramming through with her body.

【...Another intruder... eliminate.】

Whiiing.

Gulp.

The Death Knight, which hadn't shown much against Ah-Ram, thrust its sword, now surging with black energy, at me.

Having never seen a thrusting attack before, I hurriedly prepared to block it with Makya against my chest, trusting the iron wall stored in my ring and the golden armor I wore underneath.

Scraaape.

With just one thrust, I was pushed back about five steps, scraping the floor.

"Kuhak...!"

Unable to hold back what was filling my throat, I finally opened my mouth and spat blood, but managed to support myself by planting Makya into the ground.

【In...truder eliminate.】
"Y-you're not going... anywhere."

The Death Knight, watching me tremble with its burning green eye-lights, turned its body toward the boss room where Ah-Ram had entered. I quickly pulled out Makya and attacked the Death Knight for the first time.

Clang!

"...Shit."

Despite wearing the Earth's Wristguard, an Artifact from Vishnu's Ark that enhanced strength, my sword helplessly bounced back from the Death Knight's armor. Seeing that the armor wasn't even scratched from my attack, I finally cursed, lamenting my powerlessness. But lamentation aside, my goal was to prevent the Death Knight from reaching Ah-Ram.

I barely pulled my two legs out of the ground and used the power of the Celestial Shoes to jump with all my might, blocking the Death Knight's path.

Flare.

As the ominous green eye-lights stared at me—

【...Intruder eliminate.】
"...You're the intruders, you skeleton bastard."

Spitting out the blood pooled in my mouth, I took a defensive stance to absolutely prevent it from passing.

Whiiing.

*As I saw earlier...*

Isn't this too much?
If what I know is correct, that's an aura. Whether it's a sword qi or sword energy, I don't know exactly, but as someone with a weight reduction ability, I feel a strong sense of deprivation.

Swoosh.

Suddenly feeling dizzy, I quickly threw my body to the side.

Grrrk!

A deep furrow formed in a straight line from where I had been standing to the door that Ah-Ram had melted.

Gulp.

The overwhelming difference in skill.

Nevertheless, I got up from the ground, gripped the sword tightly, and summoned the reckless courage hidden deep in my heart.

"You're not getting past me."

I made a promise to the woman I love.
That I would definitely protect her.
Now, without even trying to stop my trembling body, I simply stood straight and stared at the Death Knight.

BOOM!

"Urrrgh...!"

A simple downward strike.
But my fragile body that received the attack began to break.

CLANG!

Crack.

This time it made a horizontal slash, and as I quickly gripped my sword in reverse to block it, my arm holding Makya broke, sending the sword flying far away.

"Oppa!!!"
"...D-don't come!"

If she were a Hunter with normal healing abilities, she could heal me, but her regeneration ability has a cooldown of a whole month. Her regeneration ability hasn't cooled down yet, so coming here would only put her in more danger. I strained my neck and shouted.

"Huff..."

It's one problem after another—my arm is broken and Makya, which could block the Death Knight's attacks, has flown far away.

【Intruder!】

I tried to quickly create distance by moving backward, but the Death Knight, faster than me, approached and kicked me in the abdomen.

"...Kuk."

Since I was close to the boss room where Ah-Ram had entered, I used all my strength to endure the pain and tried not to let her know about my situation.

Click. Click.

The shadow of death approaching.

Crunch.

I tried to get up, but the Death Knight stomped on my abdomen as my legs flailed helplessly. Still staring at me with its nasty green eye-lights, it raised its sword upward.

【Intruder eliminate!】

The sword strike flew toward my head.

*...I'm sorry.*

I promised we'd be together forever...
It seems I won't be able to keep that promise.
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*Crunch.*

As I waited for death, I felt the Death Knight's weight on me lighten, and I carefully opened my eyes.

"....."

Seeing the skeletal Death Knight's body beginning to crumble, I mustered all my strength to turn my head toward the boss room. There was Cha Ah-Ram, running toward me with an expressionless face.

"The dungeon is disappearing."

Knowing that this strange voice only appears when a dungeon is cleared, I let go of the mental thread I'd been desperately holding onto.

*I succeeded...*

More than relief at escaping death, I felt reassurance seeing Cha Ah-Ram emerge unharmed from the boss room as I lost consciousness.


* * *


Cha Ah-Ram rushed to where she sensed a presence inside the boss room.

*Boom! Boom!*

She repeatedly used her Compression ability on the motionless presence buried deep in the ground, creating a massive crater.

*Hissss.*

Eventually, something called a Life Vessel must have been destroyed, as black smoke began to scatter. The presence she had sensed disappeared, along with the auras of the Lich and Death Knight undead that had blocked her.

*Ahjussi...!*

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been monitoring Kim Young-Seok's weakening presence in real-time, hurried outside the door to find him looking at her while bleeding.

*Thud.*

As Kim Young-Seok's eyes closed after meeting hers, a chill began to form in Cha Ah-Ram's gaze.

"Baek Seol-Ah."
"G-good job..."

For the first time, she called Baek Seol-Ah by name from a distance.

"What are you doing?"
"......"

Her voice was calm, devoid of emotion.
Despite having never cowered before Cha Ah-Ram's threats, Baek Seol-Ah began to lose color in her face.

"Aren't you going to heal him?"
"...The cooldown."

*Riiip.*

The moment she heard "cooldown," Cha Ah-Ram tore off her clothes without hesitation and began binding the bleeding wounds.

*Tremble tremble.*

Despite her expressionless face, she trembled as she carefully stanched the bleeding with the torn clothes, then gently lifted Kim Young-Seok.

"...I'm truly sorry."
"Useless woman."

Her voice carried no emotion.
Baek Seol-Ah could only bow her head in silence at Cha Ah-Ram's words.

"The dungeon will disappear shortly."

As the voice announcing the dungeon's dissolution echoed, a bright white light enveloped them, and they vanished from the dungeon.


* * *


*Beep. Beep. Beep beep. Beep beep.*

In a room as large as a hotel suite, a massive bed stood in the center. On it lay Kim Young-Seok, who had lost consciousness in the dungeon.

*Twitch.*

His previously motionless finger moved slightly, causing the readings on the machines connected to him to change.

"...Mmm."

As his eyes slowly opened and he groaned, tears began to flow from Cha Ah-Ram's eyes as she sat holding his hand.

"Did, did you sleep well?"
"...Good morning."

He answered with a hoarse voice when she asked, forcing a smile as he opened his eyes.

"How many days has it been?"

After staring at Cha Ah-Ram's tearful face, he quickly asked upon realizing he was in a hospital.

"...A week."
"A week? That's quite—ugh."

At his words, Cha Ah-Ram's emotions exploded, and she buried herself in his bandage-wrapped chest, sobbing.

"Hic... I, I really thought you were going to die."
"Where would I go without you?"

Finding the pain in his heart from her crying greater than his physical pain, Kim Young-Seok raised his trembling arm and stroked her head endlessly, trying to calm her.

"Thank goodness. Thank goodness."
"Hic..."

Kim Young-Seok had been constantly anxious since sending Cha Ah-Ram to the boss room.
What if there were other monsters?
What if he couldn't stop the Death Knight and the Lich regenerated, and three bosses attacked Cha Ah-Ram? These thoughts had weighed heavily on his mind.

*Slide.*

As he tried to calm her down, but she wouldn't easily be consoled, the hospital room door opened. Baek Seol-Ah took one step in, saw Kim Young-Seok awake, and hesitated, unable to approach.

"What are you doing over there?"
"...Oppa, I'm really sorry."
"Why are you sorry?"
"I couldn't help at all... hic..."

*Swoosh.*
*Sizzle.*

As Baek Seol-Ah sat down at the doorway and began to cry, dark red flames shot past her head. The entrance began to melt completely.

"A-Ah-Ram?"

He grabbed Cha Ah-Ram's arm, which was now stretched toward Baek Seol-Ah, but she didn't budge.

"How dare you come here!!!"

Screaming at the top of her lungs, she activated her Hellfire ability again, and dark red flames blazed from her hand.

"...I'm sorry."
"A sorry bitch lets Ahjussi face monsters alone? You fucking—I'll just kill you here—"
"Ah-Ram!!!"

Kim Young-Seok's eyes turned cold as he shouted at the raging Cha Ah-Ram.

"It was my choice."
"But!"
"But what? Hunters enter dungeons prepared to die. That's how I've always lived. And now you're insulting me."

Though retired, once inside a dungeon, he was a Hunter just like Cha Ah-Ram.
He entered the SS-rank dungeon prepared to lose his life, not as if going on a picnic.

"....."

*Patter patter.*

Seeing Kim Young-Seok's gaze, Cha Ah-Ram bit her lip and ran out of the hospital room.

"Haah..."

With Cha Ah-Ram gone, Kim Young-Seok sighed, placing his hand on his forehead. He managed to sit up and removed the IV and various monitoring devices connected to his arm.

*Wobble wobble.*

Though his body swayed as he put his feet on the floor and used all his strength to walk, he continued forward until he stood before the seated Baek Seol-Ah.

"Are you okay?"
"...I'm sorry. I'm really sorry."
"No need to be sorry. Back then, me blocking the Death Knight alone was the most efficient strategy. I'm actually grateful you didn't join the fight."

Unlike Cha Ah-Ram, S-rank Hunters Baek Seol-Ah and Michael had no combat abilities.
They were so weak that even he, a C-rank, could defeat them with artifact buffs.
If Cha Ah-Ram returned injured, the Hunters who could help would be Baek Seol-Ah with her healing and Michael with his buffs. That's why he chose to face the Death Knight alone, and he didn't regret it even now.

"B-but... hic..."
"Ah, really... I'm fine, so please stop crying."
"......"
"Thank you so much for coming to the SS-rank dungeon and helping Ah-Ram. I'll definitely repay this debt later."

*Step step.*

After briefly placing his palm on Baek Seol-Ah's head, Kim Young-Seok left the room to find Cha Ah-Ram.


* * *


"Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! Stupid idiot dog poop sea cucumber!"

Sitting on a bench in the garden of the large hospital run by the Indian government, Cha Ah-Ram wiped her continuously flowing tears with the back of her hand as she cursed Kim Young-Seok.

How could he look at her like that?
Cha Ah-Ram, who loved him more than anyone, was deeply hurt.

"I hate him. Hate him. Hate him. Ha—"
"Ah-Ram."

Lost in her muttering, Cha Ah-Ram hadn't noticed someone approaching. She startled and looked up to see Kim Young-Seok calling her with a bright smile, hiding something behind his back.

"I hate you!!! I really hate Ahjussi!"

She shouted, hating how her heart was melting at his smile.

"Really? But I like Ah-Ram so much. You're the person I love most in the world. What should I do if you say you hate me?"
"....."

At Kim Young-Seok's words, she turned her body away completely.

"Do you really hate me?"
"....."

Unable to say she hated him, Cha Ah-Ram chose silence.

*Whoosh.*

A hand holding a white flower appeared in her field of vision.

"I'm sorry for yelling."
"....."
"Hmm? I'm really sorry. Ah-Ram? Please?"

Kim Young-Seok sat beside Cha Ah-Ram and kept apologizing.
As she remained unmoved despite his continuous apologies, he clutched his heart with the hand not holding the flower.

"Ugh...!"
"A-Ahjussi? Are you in pain?"

When he made a pained sound, Cha Ah-Ram, who had been unresponsive, quickly turned to him and anxiously checked his complexion, stomping her feet.

"It hurts so much."
"Where? Where does it hurt? I'll call a doctor right now—"

*Smooch.*

"W-what are you—"

*Smooch.*

"......"
"My heart hurts so much when you don't show me your pretty face."

Realizing Kim Young-Seok had been pretending to be in pain, her eyes, which had been filled with worry, turned cold.

"...Were you scared?"

Kim Young-Seok carefully asked, noticing her gaze.

"Are you joking right now?!"

Her angry voice echoed through the park.

"I'm really sorry."

Kim Young-Seok's playful expression turned serious.

"You're not even sorry..."
"I was wrong to try to leave you first."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had stood up, wavered and sat back down.

"...Are you really sorry?"
"Yes. Really."
"Then you won't do it again, right?"
"....."
"A-Ahjussi?"

He shook his head, wondering if his deceased parents had felt this way too, as he looked at Cha Ah-Ram seeking confirmation.

"No."
"W-what?"
"I don't want to be a burden to you."

*Son, if you need anything, just say so.*
*Son, if something's troubling you, don't hesitate to tell me.*

Recalling what his ordinary parents had said to him, their Hunter son:

"If you're ever in danger, I'll always risk my life."
"...I really hate you."

Since it wasn't a feeling only Kim Young-Seok had, Cha Ah-Ram couldn't argue.

"Ah-Ram."
"....."
"I've been thinking... when we go back to Korea, should we get married?"
"...What?"

She asked, meeting his gaze.

"I don't like local broadcasts... do you dislike the idea?"

He threw back the words she always used as a habit.

"...Yes."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been listening to Kim Young-Seok in a daze, answered softly.

Ch.88 - I Love You. (2)
Through Cha Ah-Ram's abuse of power, she brought one of her guild members with healing abilities ranked A-class from Korea to India to focus entirely on my treatment.

"I've done everything I could."

After treating me for about a day, the Hunter wiped away sweat while nervously reporting to Cha Ah-Ram, who was glaring with cold eyes.

"Is that the best you can do?"
"...I'm sorry. This is the limit of my abilities."

My shoulders were shredded to the point where it was amazing the tendons were still attached, and four ribs were crushed. Even worse, my ankles and knees were completely wrecked from taking powerful sword strikes head-on.

Thanks to this Hunter's abilities, though he couldn't meet Cha Ah-Ram's eyes throughout the treatment, I can now walk on my own, albeit not perfectly.

*I heard people can display superhuman strength in desperate situations...*

I feel proud of myself for managing to walk to the park to find Cha Ah-Ram with this body. Though I completely tore my right Achilles tendon in the process, I consider it a small price to pay. If I hadn't gone to find her, she would have kept sulking.

"Is this why I paid you so much to join my guild?"
"Ah-Ram, I'm much better now. Stop harassing him..."

Hunters with healing abilities are extremely rare. How rare? Even an A-class with healing abilities gets treated almost like an S-class. Baek Seol-Ah's regeneration ability is simply overpowered, but normal healing abilities have limits when it comes to physical restoration.

I carefully try to stop Cha Ah-Ram from harassing a Hunter who would receive excellent treatment anywhere else just because he couldn't heal me perfectly, but...

"Ahjussi! How can I stop when you still have so many wounds?!"

*Poke*

"Ugh...!"
"See? You're still in pain and claiming you're fine? Liar."

When she presses her finger against my still-unhealed ribs, I reflexively cry out in pain. Hearing this, Cha Ah-Ram's expression turns fierce as she turns back to her guild member.

"Heal him completely without a single wound."
"...V-Vice Guild Master. Please spare me."

The guild member immediately kneels and begs Cha Ah-Ram for mercy.

*Surely not...?*

He's her own guild member. Nothing serious would happen...

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, Agassi."
"There's an incompetent bastard in my guild. What do you think?"
"...I apologize."
"Apologize? You recruited this parasite who can't even heal Ahjussi's wounds, and all you say is 'sorry'?"

The chief of staff who arrived in India with the healing Hunter bows his head, but Cha Ah-Ram's anger doesn't subside as she narrows her eyes.

"Get rid of him."
"...V-Vice Guild Master. Please... please spare me..."
"Ah-Ram. No, right?"
"Ahjussi, this is my guild's business."

When the situation escalated to the point where tears started flowing, I felt too much mental pressure not to intervene.

"Your guild?"
"Yes, I'm getting rid of this parasite in my guild..."
"Then what am I?"
"What do you mean? You're obviously the one I love..."
"If I marry you, I'll be nothing in the Cheonmun Guild?"
"No! You'll have the same position as me, of course!"
"Then I should have a say in the Cheonmun Guild too, right?"

The thought of a C-class Hunter becoming the Vice Guild Master of the world's strongest guild is dizzying, but I make a resolution to at least try to stop her from treating everyone except me this way.

"It's too harsh to treat someone who flew all the way from Korea to heal me like this, isn't it? Please stop, for my sake."
"...Huff."

At my request, Cha Ah-Ram finally sighs and her expression softens.

"Hey."
"Y-yes!"
"Get out."

Pointing her finger toward the door.

"Go back to Korea immediately. I can't stand the sight of you."
"Th-thank you! Thank you so much!"

The guild member rises quickly, repeatedly bowing to me before disappearing from the hospital room at lightning speed.

"Useless bastard. Ahh... what am I going to do?"

After consuming the Elixir, even small wounds had disappeared, but now I'm covered in red bruises and large, gaping wounds again. Cha Ah-Ram gently strokes my wounds with her delicate hand, making a sad face.

"Agassi, I'll hire another healer."

Park Secretary, who had been bowing continuously, quietly speaks.

"Do you think it can be healed?! Think!"

Cha Ah-Ram knew that apart from Baek Seol-Ah, the "parasite" who just left was the most skilled healer in Korea. She only lashed out because seeing Kim Young-Seok's wounds made her blood boil.

"I apologize."

Park Secretary, who always absorbed Cha Ah-Ram's temperamental outbursts, offers a soulless apology.

"Ah! This is so frustrating!"
"Now, now, Ah-Ram, that's not right."
"Who said I was being unreasonable?!"

When I try to calm her down as she continues to be irritable, the sparks fly toward me instead.

"Ahjussi, your body isn't just yours anymore. It's completely mine! How could you let it get torn up like this?!"
"...I'm sorry."
"I'm really upset!"

Cha Ah-Ram plops down on a chair and puffs her cheeks while examining my wounds.

"B-but the doctor said it would heal naturally after about a month of rest..."
"A-a month? You're going to lie in bed for a whole month?! What about me?"
"Huh?"
"What about me when I want to be held?!"

*Whoosh*

My face burns at Cha Ah-Ram's directness.

"The secretary is here too..."
"Oh...? So you don't care about my feelings, but you care about Park Secretary's?"
"When did I ever say that...?"
"I don't care! Just take responsibility and get better quickly!"

After yelling at Kim Young-Seok, Cha Ah-Ram turns to Park Secretary.

*Thud*

"Ugh."
"Stop exaggerating."

Cha Ah-Ram punches Park Secretary, who is still bowing, in the side.

"Has Team Leader Heo arrived?"
"If you mean the Marketing Team Leader, he should be negotiating with the Indian government now."
"Tell him he needs to receive double the wounds on Ahjussi's body."
"Yes, understood."
"Get out."
"Rest well. I hope you recover soon too, Young Master."

Park Secretary finally straightens his back, smiles at me, and then leaves the hospital room.

"This is unbearable. Anyway, Ahjussi, from now on I will absolutely! Absolutely! Never take you into a dungeon again, so remember that."
"Ah-Ram, let's be accurate. I didn't ask to come; you brought me..."
"Do you have a problem with that?"
"N-no. It was my fault."

When Cha Ah-Ram's gaze starts to resemble my mother's when she used to scold my father, I tuck my tail and shut my mouth.

"Anyway, Ahjussi, we can't go back to Korea until you recover."
"Thank you for staying by my side."

I slyly reach for Cha Ah-Ram's hand resting on the bed.

"You can't get away with it that easily."

For the first time, Cha Ah-Ram rejects my skinship by pulling her hand away and turning her head.


* * *


Outside the hospital room, Park Secretary notices the healing guild member anxiously pacing in the corridor and approaches him.

"P-Park Secretary. How did it go?"

Park Secretary sighs as he looks at the guild member with a pale expression.

"D-don't tell me... the Vice Guild Master ordered you to kill me..."
"Nothing like that. Let's pretend this never happened, so don't worry about it."
"R-really? Did the Vice Guild Master really say she won't do anything?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Thank you. Thank you. Thank you so much."
"You should thank Young Master later."

The guild member frantically jumping around in front of him is actually one of the most important members of the Cheonmun Guild, ranked among the top tier.

*How did it come to this...*

Park Secretary feels both sympathy and admiration for Cha Ah-Ram's abilities, knowing that this healer could have a Guild Master position at any other guild, but is nothing to Cha Ah-Ram in the bizarre hierarchy of the Cheonmun Guild.

"That was Kim Young-Seok, right? Yes, I'll have to bow deeply in gratitude when I see him again."
"I've prepared a private jet for you to..."
"A p-private jet?"

The guild member trembles like an aspen tree.

"Can't I just take a regular flight?"
"That's fine too, but a regular flight would take at least twice as long..."
"That's okay! Please book me on a regular flight."
"Y-yes. I understand. I'll book you on a regular flight then."
"Thank you. Then I'll head back to Korea first."

The guild member, now smiling unlike before, repeatedly bows to Park Secretary in gratitude before disappearing down the corridor.

*Thump, thump*

Park Secretary begins walking in the opposite direction and eventually finds the person he's been looking for.

"Hello, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah. It's been a long time."
"...Hello."

As he approaches Baek Seol-Ah, who is sitting absentmindedly in a chair, her shadow ripples and blocks Park Secretary's path.

"He's okay."
"..."

Despite Baek Seol-Ah's words, the shadow blocking the way begins to take shape and eventually transforms into a person.

"Shadow, didn't you hear me?"
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah. The Association ordered us not to listen to you."
"What?"
"Not only did you leave Korea without your guards and without saying anything, but the Association President expressed disappointment in your decision to enter an SS-class dungeon."
"If I want to go, what business is it of the Association President..."

Baek Seol-Ah eventually gives up and presses her lips together.

"It's been a while, Shadow."

Park Secretary, who had been watching their conversation, addresses the guard blocking Baek Seol-Ah.

"Does a vagrant like you think you have the right to speak to me?"
"Right? Hehehe."

Park Secretary's expression, which had been smiling throughout, turns bleak.

"If you're the Association's dog, then bark like one."
"What did you say?"
"Never mind, I have no business with a dog. Step aside."
"I absolutely cannot let you approach."

*Shing!*

He draws a dagger from his waist and assumes a stance, ready to attack Park Secretary at any moment.

"Do you think you can draw a weapon in front of me and survive?"

Park Secretary, who is usually only seen getting beaten by Cha Ah-Ram, looks at him arrogantly.

"I understand your noble desire to protect your master, but you haven't forgotten who I am, have you?"
"..."

Park Secretary rolls up his sleeve and steps forward.
Shadow takes a step back, sweating nervously as he watches Park Secretary.
Baek Seol-Ah, who has been observing them both:

"He said he just wants to talk. Please step aside."
"I cannot. It's a directive from the Association..."
"You keep mentioning the Association..."

Baek Seol-Ah stands up, seemingly having made a decision.

"N-no, you can't."
"Tell the Association President that I'm leaving the Association as of today."
"...What? W-what did you just say?"

Shadow stops in his tracks, shocked by Baek Seol-Ah's words as she tries to approach Park Secretary.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"Is there a position available in the Cheonmun Guild?"
"We can always make a position for you, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"Huff... Alright. I'll join the Cheonmun Guild."

Park Secretary grins widely at Baek Seol-Ah's sudden decision.

"Welcome to the Cheonmun Guild."

Ch.89 - I Love You. (3)
Park Secretary was standing next to Baek Seol-Ah when Shadow, who had been staring at her in a daze, came to his senses.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, it's really troublesome when you act this way."
"Troublesome? If it's troublesome, shouldn't you have avoided behaving that way in the first place?"
"....."

Shadow's expression turned hostile at Baek Seol-Ah's words.

"Have you forgotten all the support the Association has provided you? As a person, you should repay kindness....."
"Kindness?"

Baek Seol-Ah's sweet expression changed to a blank one.

"Did you just call it kindness?"
"We generously supported you when you were poor—what else would you call it?"
"Wait a minute, you seem to be running your mouth without knowing your place....."
"Outsiders stay out of this!"

He shouted at Park Secretary who had tried to join the conversation.

"Outsider?"

Park Secretary tilted his head.

"Outsider? Hunter Baek Seol-Ah is a Cheonmun Guild member, and I'm the Chief of Staff managing the Cheonmun Guild—you're calling me an outsider?"

Crack.

The sound of bones cracking echoed from his fist.

"The Association President has grown quite bold while we were away from Seoul? The Agassi has been watching this with disapproval. But why do you think she hasn't taken any action yet?"

Witch.

It was just a nickname people gave to Cha Ah-Ram, but in just one year, it had become a word of terror due to countless evil deeds piled up. The Association, which was already cautious around Cha Ah-Ram's parents, had no choice but to treat the Cheonmun Guild and Cha Ah-Ram with deference as the Witch had grown too powerful for them to handle.

"You still have your head attached thanks to the Young Master."

Park Secretary approached Shadow with a cruel smile.

"But... I can't let this behavior slide."


* * *


"The Association will report this incident to the World Hunter Association."
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, we are Cheonmun. We're different from those old men at the Association who are drunk on power, so don't worry. Oh, but more importantly....."

Bang! Bang!

Shadow, whose arms were both broken, was fleeing. After watching him run away, Park Secretary suddenly remembered why he had been looking for Baek Seol-Ah. He quickly sat down on a nearby chair and patted the spot next to him, signaling her to sit.

"When will the cooldown on your Regeneration ability end, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah?"

He asked, thinking of Cha Ah-Ram who was on edge because of Kim Young-Seok's injury.

"Three more days."
"Three days... Could you possibly treat the Young Master?"
"Young Master?"
"I mean Hunter Kim Young-Seok. The Agassi is suffering greatly seeing his wounds. But with your ability, it would be different."

With her miraculous power, she could perfectly heal Kim Young-Seok's wounds that no other treatment could fix.

"...She said no."
"What? What did she say no to?"
"That bitch Cha Ah-Ram said she'd never use my ability even if she died."

Park Secretary couldn't speak as Baek Seol-Ah lowered her head. After a moment of silence:

"Still, the Agassi will be waiting for you to use your ability."

Though she never went back on her word, she had softened considerably since meeting Kim Young-Seok. Even Park Secretary himself had made many mistakes since meeting Kim Young-Seok, yet he was still alive.

"...You think so?"
"Yes, absolutely."
"Then I'll visit when my cooldown is over. Since I've left the Association, I don't have to use my ability only on designated people anymore."
"Ah, and Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, what kind of support did you receive from the Association?"

Park Secretary asked, bothered by what Shadow had said earlier.

"A Unique Artifact and some money."
"What?"

Park Secretary's eyes widened in disbelief, and Baek Seol-Ah continued, thinking he was surprised.

"I said I was leaving in the heat of the moment, but honestly, I did receive a lot of support. My family was poor, so I had no choice but to take the Association's hand....."
"No, no. You call that support....."

Even A-rank Hunters in the Cheonmun Guild could easily receive that much, let alone an S-rank healer who was the most valuable type of Hunter. It was absurd that they had secured her with just a few Unique items and money when they should have offered everything.

"I understand."
"I'm not sure what you understand....."
"May I send guards to protect your family members?"
"Ah, yes. I would appreciate that."

Baek Seol-Ah, who had been worried about her family, readily agreed.


* * *


In the Association President's office at the Hunter Association in Seoul.

Thwack!

An ashtray flew and struck Shadow's forehead.

Drip.

Blood flowed from the impact, but Shadow didn't flinch.

"W-what did you just say?"
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah declared her withdrawal from the Association and immediately joined the Cheonmun Guild....."

Slash!

This time, the Association President standing in front of Shadow removed his wristwatch and struck his cheek with it.

"Didn't I tell you to manage Baek Seol-Ah properly? And yet...! And yet! You dare betray me like this?"
"I'm sorry."
"Why did you do something to be sorry about in the first place?!"

He raged, throwing everything on his desk to the floor.

"Huff... huff..."

After rampaging for a while, the Association President caught his breath.

"Did you say she joined the Cheonmun Guild?"
"Yes."
"Shit."

The Association President cursed involuntarily as he thought of the executives and leaders of the World Hunter Association.

"Hey."
"Yes."
"By any means necessary, bring Baek Seol-Ah back."
"Yes, I understand!"
"Don't just say you understand!!! Take her parents hostage and threaten her if you have to!"

Whoosh!

Shadow disappeared immediately at the Association President's command.

"This is driving me crazy."

Baek Seol-Ah belonged to Korea, but she took orders through the World Hunter Association. Until now, they had her working under the pretext of treating elderly people with difficult illnesses, but recently she had started to deviate. Still, thinking they could use her sufficiently, they had assigned Shadow as her guard to manage her.

Also, since Cha Ah-Ram was the only Hunter who disliked Baek Seol-Ah, they had allowed Cha Ah-Ram to approach her—but that turned out to be a misjudgment.

All their preparations for when she might discover their plans had gone to waste. Irritated, the Association President called for his secretary who was waiting outside.

"You called for me?"
"Are there any Scavengers operating in South Gyeongsang Province?"
"South Gyeongsang Province? Please wait a moment."

The secretary who entered the chaotic office briefly flashed a gleam in his eyes before returning to normal and following the president's orders.

"Currently, the Scavengers who were operating in Goseong, South Gyeongsang Province have fled to other regions due to the Cheonmun Guild establishing their base there."
"Tell the Scavengers."
"Are you planning to eliminate—"
"Why would we eliminate Scavengers?"

Though the Association's duty was to manage Dungeons and punish Hunters who misused their abilities, contradictory words flowed from the Association President's mouth.

"When that woman Cha Ah-Ram returns to Korea, I'll summon her here. Then have the Scavengers capture her man."
"Cha Ah-Ram? But she is....."
"Don't like it? If not, I'll have someone else do it."

The Association President's eyes gleamed with killing intent. Seeing this, the secretary had no choice but to follow his orders.


* * *


"...I heard. You joined our guild?"

In a park inside the hospital, Cha Ah-Ram broke the silence as she stood facing Baek Seol-Ah.

"Yes, Park Secretary told me to join."
"That bastard Park... accepting this woman without even getting my permission?"

She muttered quietly while glaring at Baek Seol-Ah, remembering when she had thrown Hellfire at her.

"Hey."
"......"
"I... I'm sorry about back then."
"...What did you say?"
"I really hate repeating myself. You might not have known when you weren't in our guild, but now that you're my guild member, I'd appreciate if you followed that rule."
"......"

Baek Seol-Ah didn't know how to respond to Cha Ah-Ram, who had thanked her in the Dungeon and was now apologizing.

"Who are you?"
"...What are you talking about! Anyway, you're my guild member now, so you have to follow my orders."
"You're being annoying."
"What? I'm your superior! I could kill you for insubordination—"
"What do you want to ask me?"
"...Fix the Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram turned her gaze away and muttered in a small voice.

"You said you didn't want to."
"When did I ever! Do you have proof?"
"...Sigh."

Baek Seol-Ah sighed, wondering who it was that had refused earlier and was now making a fuss.

"My cooldown hasn't reset yet."
"I know. I was just saying."
"Just saying?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes turned murderous for a moment before quickly returning to normal.

"By the way, was that really all the treatment you received from the Association?"
"....."
"Anyway, Park Secretary will return all the support you received back to the Association, so don't worry."
"All of it? That's a huge amount of money."
"Have you forgotten who I am?"
"Ah....."
"Anyway, don't worry and treat the Ahjussi as soon as your cooldown resets. After the treatment is done, let's return to Korea."

And then...
After returning to Korea, she would marry the Ahjussi.

Ch.90 - I Love You. (4)
When Cha Ah-Ram's data from clearing the SS-rank miasma-type dungeon spread to the outside world, not only scholars researching dungeons but also Hunters and civilians were shocked.

[SS-rank dungeon? No, should we call it an SSS-rank dungeon now?]
[New monsters Death Knight and Lich have appeared!]
[Undead creatures that you'd only see in games have appeared! They might show up in other dungeons too.]
[For the first time, the strongest Hunter Cha Ah-Ram admits she 'struggled'...!]

-Weren't dungeons supposed to be decreasing in number? Now undead creatures are popping up? Is the end coming soon?
┗The number is definitely decreasing. Statistics show that dungeons in Korea have decreased by about 70% compared to last year.
┗You believe that? Look at the Indian government. After they left an SS-rank miasma-type dungeon unattended until a wave broke out, it's highly possible our country has them too.
┗"Our country" not "our nation"? Honorary Korean spotted.
┗Recruiting clergy. Just waiting for you.

-Cha Ah-Ram struggled? I'm scared the dungeons I enter might get harder.
┗What if you enter a dungeon prepared for certain monsters but suddenly different ones appear? That's a total party wipe scenario.
┗Our raid team stopped entering our scheduled dungeon and sent scouts again.
┗Same with our team. We decided it's better not to enter than die stupidly.

Cha Ah-Ram had said we should keep this information to ourselves, but I refused. While it would certainly be a powerful advantage if only we knew, many Hunters would die at the hands of unfamiliar monsters without knowing why.

*People's lives aren't something to play with.*

I don't expect much from Cha Ah-Ram. I think compassion for the weak and generosity toward the struggling are luxuries. But at the very least, since she's human like me, I'd like her to act within reason and be recognized as a powerful Hunter rather than an object of fear.

"Yes, I understand."

She seemed disappointed briefly, but ultimately agreed to follow my advice.
Fortunately.
If she had decided to use this information as a weapon...
The balance of power on Earth would collapse.

[S-rank healing ability Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, formerly of the Hunter Association, joins the Cheonmun Guild?]
[Why have the Witch and the Saintess joined forces?]
[Association states: "Cheonmun Guild has abducted the Saintess"...!]
[Cheonmun: "All Hunters in the world are being deceived by the Association." They will soon submit evidence...]
[Why did the woman called the Saintess, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, join the Cheonmun Guild? When asked, the Association President maintained silence.]

-Wait, who joined where?
┗The goddess Baek Seol-Ah entered the den of evil?
┗Den of evil? Watch your language.
┗-Cheon-

-Did someone get dirt on the Saintess?
┗I'm a Cheonmun Guild member, and yesterday we received orders to escort Baek Seol-Ah Hunter's family.
┗??? Is this real?
┗Are you allowed to write this information here?
┗Someone who'll soon be torn apart by Cha Ah-Ram. Amen.
┗Namu Amitabul.

-Am I the only one who thinks Baek Seol-Ah followed the money to Cheonmun Guild? Their benefits are the best among all guilds.
┗You're slandering the goddess?
┗Where do you live?
┗I traced this guy's IP and it shows India? Could it be?
┗That person?
┗Is this Voldemort whose name we can't speak?
┗Give us back our goddess.

Crunch, crunch.

I glance at Cha Ah-Ram peeling an apple beside me. Noticing my gaze, she smiles brightly.

*Baek Seol-Ah joined the Cheonmun Guild?*

She didn't tell me anything about it...

"Are you uncomfortable somewhere?"
"No, it's just... Did Seol-Ah join the Cheonmun Guild?"

As I keep staring at her face, she puts down the apple she was peeling, raises the upper part of my hospital bed, and asks.

"Park Secretary recruited her without me even asking."

Cha Ah-Ram speaks nonchalantly.
I'm still worried because I can't forget the scene of Cha Ah-Ram attacking Baek Seol-Ah.

"Don't worry."

Crunch, crunch.

She resumes peeling the apple and says:

"I've already made peace with that bitch."
"R-really? That's good. Personally, I'd like you two to become friends."

I was momentarily taken aback by the word "peace" coming from Cha Ah-Ram's mouth, but I hide my surprise and calmly express my wish.

"There's nothing good about getting friendly with that bitch. I'd rather spend that time talking with you, Ahjussi. Here, say ah~"

She stabs a piece of apple she's carved into a rabbit shape with a fork and feeds it to me.

Munch, munch.

I obediently eat the apple while gazing intently at her beautiful face.

"Why do you keep staring at my face?"
"Because you're pretty."
"......"
"I look because you're pretty."
"Tsk, you're such a player."
"Didn't you know? You falling for me was all my manipulation."

When I joke like that:

"Really?"
"......"

She actually believes that?

"That could be true. Maybe you appeared on TV to seduce me."

Her expression grows increasingly serious, but...

*What does she mean by appearing on TV?*

Hearing something unfamiliar, I grasp her hand firmly.

"TV? What's that about?"
"...Oh, it's nothing."

As she tries to avoid my gaze awkwardly, I pull her hand toward me.

Whoosh.

Cha Ah-Ram falls into my arms.

Thump, thump.

I feel her heart beating much faster than mine.

"Tell me. What's this about appearing on TV?"
"W-well... Argh! Never mind!"

She covers her blushing face with her palms and runs out of the hospital room.

"What was that about?"

Left alone in the room, I mutter while staring at the door she just exited through.

Creak.

The closed door opens again.

"Aram, so what—"
"Oppa, good morning."

Baek Seol-Ah, who hadn't shown her face since the day she was attacked by Cha Ah-Ram and collapsed crying, peeks her head through the doorway and greets me.

I thought it was Cha Ah-Ram and was surprised, but I try to act natural with a smile.

"Good morning. Have you eaten?"
"Not yet."
"Why are you standing there? Come in."

At my invitation, the hesitant Baek Seol-Ah opens the door and enters.
Her face looks much thinner than before, which worries me, so I press the call button attached to the bed.

"I haven't had breakfast either. Let's eat together. Have some of this while we wait."

I point to the apple that Cha Ah-Ram peeled, telling her to eat it.

"...I'm fine."
"What do you mean fine! You've lost half your face."
"Is it that noticeable?"
"Of course it is. You were already thin, and if you keep starving yourself, something bad will happen."
"......"

When I express concern for Baek Seol-Ah, she blushes and hangs her head low.

"Tsk..."

Thinking she's sick from not eating, I see a nurse entering the room and say:

"Could we get breakfast for two people, please?"
"Two servings? But Hunter Kim Young-Seok, you already had your meal..."

At the nurse's question, I quickly put my finger to my lips, hiding it from Baek Seol-Ah.

"Two servings, please."
"...Yes, understood."

The nurse glances at Baek Seol-Ah, who's hanging her head, then leaves without saying anything more.

"...Oppa."
"Yes?"
"About when we were in the dungeon..."

With her head still lowered, she starts talking about what happened in the dungeon.

"When I left you alone to fight that monster called the Death Knight..."
"Ah~! I can't hear you!"

I cover my ears with my palms and shout loudly that I can't hear her. Startled, Baek Seol-Ah raises her head.

*Seriously...*

I can see tears rolling down her cheeks and dripping from her chin.
Between Cha Ah-Ram and now her, the number of women crying in front of me has increased dramatically lately, making my head complicated.

What am I to them?
It's too burdensome that these women, who normally would be in positions so far above a C-rank like me that they wouldn't even speak to me, are now seeking love.
But...

"Seol-Ah. It wasn't your fault."
"N-no. If I had used the artifacts I had then, you wouldn't have been injured like this..."
"Baek Seol-Ah!"
"Hiccup...!"

When I shout, Baek Seol-Ah hiccups.

"How many times do I have to tell you it's not your fault before you get it through your head!"

I'm reminded of a former colleague who blamed himself similarly.

*"It's my fault. It's my fault... My brother died because of me...!"*

A colleague who was responsible for the vanguard made a small mistake that resulted in the deaths of four raid members.
One of them was his own older brother, and after suffering for a long time, he eventually chose the extreme solution of suicide.

"Hunters..."

That colleague who wouldn't listen to any comfort.

"Must always be prepared to die the moment they enter a dungeon."
"......"

I speak calmly but confessionally to Baek Seol-Ah, based on my own experience.

"Aram went into the boss room, and the only ones left were you, me, and Hunter Michael. But neither you nor Hunter Michael had physical abilities even at C-rank."

I'm grateful again to Cha Ah-Ram who forced me to drink the elixir.
Thanks to that, I was able to demonstrate physical abilities similar to B-rank and save my companions.

"Don't blame yourself."
"......"
"Stand tall. Just by entering the dungeon with us, you were already such a great help..."

The belief that as long as Baek Seol-Ah survived, Cha Ah-Ram wouldn't be in danger.
With that belief alone, I stood before the Death Knight that might have been SSS-rank.

"I'm proud of you."
"Uwaaaaah..."

At my words, Baek Seol-Ah finally bursts into loud sobs.

"Hah..."

This is fucked up.
Dungeons that suddenly appeared in our peaceful world.
One dungeon broke all the rules.
The strong monopolize everything, and the weak lose everything.
Human rights have disappeared, and even people with good hearts have become corrupted over time.
Baek Seol-Ah, one of the few people with a kind heart in this apocalyptic world that has turned vicious.

"Thank you. Thank you."
"Huh-huh-huuuh..."

Baek Seol-Ah, gripping the bedsheet tightly, hangs her head and cries endlessly, making my nose tingle with emotion.

Ch.91 - I Love You. (5)
Baek Seol-Ah was sobbing until the food arrived.

"Eat quickly before it gets cold."
"...Y-yes."

She nodded with difficulty, grasping her utensils with trembling hands.
Watching her, I felt incredibly sorry, but knowing this was something she needed to overcome herself, I quietly began eating alongside her.

As we continued our meal in silence—

*Slide.*

Cha Ah-Ram, who had left the hospital room earlier, entered.

*Glance.*

After briefly looking at Baek Seol-Ah eating beside me, Cha Ah-Ram casually sat down in the chair on the opposite side.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"Where should we hold our wedding?"
"Keh-huk... W-what did you say?"
"You said it first. That we'd get married when we return to Korea. You haven't forgotten that promise, have you?"

Cha Ah-Ram glared at me as she spoke.
With Baek Seol-Ah already in such a fragile state, I was worried about bringing up marriage so abruptly and glanced at her nervously...

*Huh, she seems fine?*

Seeing her focused intently on her meal as if she hadn't heard anything, I set aside my concerns.

"Honestly, I don't care where we hold the wedding. What matters to me is marrying you."
"Ahjussi..."

My answer must have been the right one, as she grinned and nodded.

"Still, it's a once-in-a-lifetime wedding, so I want it to be grand."

A grand wedding...
I pictured Cha Ah-Ram in a wedding dress, reaching out her hand to me in a luxurious wedding hall.

"Let's do that."

I agreed, having no reason to object. I'm actually looking forward to the wedding.

"Okay. I'll tell Park Secretary to start preparing."

Cha Ah-Ram, looking excited, was about to take out her phone to contact Park Secretary when—

"But why are you here?"
"Isn't it obvious? I'm eating."

Baek Seol-Ah answered, barely opening her swollen eyes.

"Hmm...? Baek Seol-Ah."
"What?"
"Will you officiate our wedding?"
"Pfft...!"
"What are you doing!"

When the food in Baek Seol-Ah's mouth sprayed onto Cha Ah-Ram, she quickly brushed off the particles from her clothes with an irritated expression.

"You want me to officiate? Are you out of your mind?"

Baek Seol-Ah responded with an equally annoyed expression.

"There's nothing wrong with you officiating, is there? Actually, having the Saintess officiate would be a great blessing for us. No, you have to do it. Officiate for us."
"No. Absolutely not!"
"As a member of our guild, my word is law. I'm ordering you to officiate."
"I'd rather bite my tongue and die than officiate your wedding."
"You won't die from biting your tongue anyway. So do it!"
"I said no!!!"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been at the top of the food chain since birth, and Baek Seol-Ah, who was born into an ordinary family but climbed to the top with her abilities.
They started from different places but ended up in the same position.

*They get along well.*

Knowing Cha Ah-Ram's relationships, I find it very positive that the two of them are opening up to each other.

"Ah-Ram, that's not right, is it?"
"Ahjussi!!! You should be on my side, why are you taking Baek Seol-Ah's side!"

I smiled as I noticed Cha Ah-Ram now properly using her name instead of calling her names.

"Huh? Are you laughing at me now?"
"Oppa! She's being weird. Even as rivals, asking me to officiate doesn't make any sense! Scold her."
"You said you gave up! So we're not rivals! That's why you should do it!"
"I only gave up, I still like him!"
"You little bitch? You need to let go of those feelings too."
"I don't want to. My feelings are my business. What's it to you?"
"Because I'm the Vice Guild Master!"
"That's bullshit. Is Vice Guild Master some kind of title?"
"Then if I become Guild Master..."

The moment she mentioned Guild Master, Cha Ah-Ram's expression darkened.

*Oh no...*

The Cheonmun Guild Master.
None other than Cha Ah-Ram's parents, my future parents-in-law.
And I immediately understood her reaction, having previously witnessed how much she hates them.

"Ah-Ram?"
"...Yes."
"How about asking Hunter Kim Se-Bong to officiate instead?"
"I don't want that old man."

When I tried to change the subject, she instinctively shook her head with a look of disgust.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong is as excellent as Seol-Ah, isn't he? The guardian of Korea. Wow... if he officiates..."
"Ahjussi? Your jokes aren't funny today."
"...Huh?"
"He'll bring bad luck to our wedding. That's why she's perfect for it."
"I said no! How many times do I have to say it?"
"Do it. Do it."

After confirming that Cha Ah-Ram's eyes were sparkling again, I breathed a sigh of relief.

*What should I do?*

When Cha Ah-Ram contacts Park Secretary to book the wedding venue, he'll definitely find out.

*That's a problem for later. I'll think about it then.*

With enough headaches already, I decide not to add to my mental burden.

"You're so petty. If you won't officiate, why did you join the guild?"
"What kind of crazy person joins a guild to officiate weddings?! I just..."

Baek Seol-Ah, who had been looking at Cha Ah-Ram's face, averted her gaze and cut off her words.

"Where did you learn such bad manners, stopping mid-sentence?"

Cha Ah-Ram pounced on her.

"Ugh..."
"A-Ahjussi? What's wrong? Are you in pain?"
"...I'm fine."

While laughing at their comedy routine, a sharp pain shot through my still-broken ribs, causing me to groan.

"How are you fine?! Your face has turned pale!"

Cha Ah-Ram rushed to press the emergency button by the bed.

"I'm really okay. I just felt pain in my ribs from laughing."
"Haa... Ahjussi."

With a troubled expression, Cha Ah-Ram took out a handkerchief and wiped the cold sweat that had formed on my forehead from the pain.

"I'm really upset."
"...Um, Ahjussi, my cooldown will be over tomorrow. Please hold on until then."
"Hmm? Tomorrow's cooldown? You want to use your Regeneration ability on me?"
"Yes."
"I'm really fine. This little injury will heal quickly. So..."
"Ahjussi, just stay still!"

Cha Ah-Ram got angry when I tried to refuse.

But I really don't want to recover using Baek Seol-Ah's Regeneration ability.
If I heal through her ability when I could heal naturally, she won't be able to treat someone who's truly in critical condition.

"Ah-Ram. Seol-Ah's ability isn't something we should casually use."
"What do you mean? It's an ability meant to heal people, so of course..."
"Ah-Ram."
"..."

This world isn't peaceful.
You never know what might happen and when.
What if something suddenly happens to someone we know in this dangerous world?
What if ordinary medical treatment can't save them?
I would regret being treated with the Regeneration ability for the rest of my life.

"...Why are you being like this?"
"It's still no."
"You're thinking about other people again, aren't you?!"
"..."

Cha Ah-Ram looked at me with desperate eyes.
I turned my head away without responding.

"...You're all I have."
"..."
"Just like you think about others, I only look at you!"

As Cha Ah-Ram shouted, I remembered something I had forgotten.

"The time you spend lying in this bed feels like hell to me... What? You won't accept Regeneration for the sake of others? Do you want to watch me die?"
"..."
"You said we'd get married! We need to heal quickly, go back to Korea, and get married! What is this! Why should I sacrifice for others!"
"..."
"What's the point of saving an ability that can only save one person a month? For someone with worse injuries than you? Or for someone with even worse injuries than them? If we think like that, there will be endless patients."

Cha Ah-Ram is right.
Shamefully...
I think I was just being selfish, thinking only of myself.
Without considering Cha Ah-Ram's feelings after promising to spend our lives together...
I was foolish to make such hasty statements for my own satisfaction.

*...Hehe. I'm going first. Now I can rest in peace.*
*You... come later.*
*Young-Seok.*
*Young-Seok!*
*Stay strong.*
*Stay strong!*
*Endure and live to be a hundred, okay? Can you do that?*

So many comrades died in my arms without receiving treatment.
Each time, I became numb to my own death but increasingly resistant to the deaths of others.

I should change that now.

*Mother... Father...*

I'm sorry, but your son is going to stop now.
I've found a woman I love, and she wants me to look only at her.
Because of this overwhelming love, I don't think I can live a life of giving anymore.
Is that okay?
Will you support me?
I've tried hard until now, haven't I?
I really lived diligently.
I survived by working really hard... to see my parents again.
So now I'm going to live my own life.

"Ahjussi, so..."
"I'm sorry."
"..."

Thinking I was refusing her, Cha Ah-Ram's expression darkened again.

"Seol-Ah."
"Yes, Oppa."
"As soon as your Regeneration ability returns tomorrow, will you use it right away?"
"I'll treat you immediately."
"A-Ahjussi?"
"I'm sorry. I was only thinking of myself, wasn't I?"
"..."

*Shake shake.*

Cha Ah-Ram shook her head in my embrace.

"I'm sorry. Thinking of others all this time... I was such a fool, wasn't I?"
"...Ahjussi is definitely a fool."

I feel foolish for only trying to change Cha Ah-Ram's personality.
I need to change too.
From now on, for Cha Ah-Ram whom I love...

Ch.92 - I Love You. (6)
Cha Ah-Ram took care of me with the utmost devotion until my regeneration ability's cooldown finished.

And today...

"Any spots that haven't regenerated?"
"No, nothing hurts at all."
"That's good."

My body feels light as a feather.
I stand up from the bed where I've been lying for days.

"Thank you."
"It's nothing."

Cell regeneration, was it?
After receiving treatment, I feel similar to when I drank the Elixir.

"I'm all better now."
"Hmph, too late."

My mouth is about to split into a grin—what does she mean by too late?

"Let's get discharged then."
"Should we go straight back to Korea?"

There's nothing left to see in India.
It seems like we could head straight to Korea.

"Would there be flights at this hour?"
"Did you forget about my private jet?"
"...Let's not take that anymore."
"Why not!"
"Honestly, I'm scared. I don't want to ride it."
"..."

Baek Seol-Ah looks shocked.
But I don't feel sorry at all.
I should have drawn the line as soon as I first saw that private jet.

"Then the one I used to ride... oh..."

Baek Seol-Ah trails off as she remembers she left the Hunter Association.

"Let's take a regular flight. It's been my dream to sit in business class."

Actually, sitting in economy class on an international flight was on my bucket list, but more is better, so I tell Cha Ah-Ram about my desire to try the expensive seats.

"...Fine. Since Ahjussi is scared, I guess we have no choice."
"Thanks."
"Coward."

Why is she provoking me by calling me a coward right after saying we have no choice?
When we return to Korea, I'll have to marry Cha Ah-Ram—am I just imagining what our married life will be like?

Thoroughly ignoring her provocation, I send Baek Seol-Ah out of the hospital room so I can change into regular clothes.

"Why do I have to leave?"

I tried to send Cha Ah-Ram out too, but failed.
Well, we've seen each other naked anyway, so changing clothes shouldn't matter.
I take off my hospital gown and start putting on the regular clothes Cha Ah-Ram bought for me.

"Ahjussi."
"Hm? What's—"

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram approaching with smoldering eyes, scanning my body, I stop dressing and back away.

Thud.

I trip over the underwear around my legs and fall to the floor. Cha Ah-Ram quickly climbs on top of me.

"...I've been very patient."
"W-wait...! This is a hospital! L-later, okay?"
"No. Why should I?"

Why, she asks?
Her question leaves me speechless.

"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram approaches slowly.

"B-but Baek Seol-Ah is outside."
"I already told her. She won't come in for about two hours."

With a seductive smile, Cha Ah-Ram pounces on my startled body.


* * *


Incheon International Airport.

"Does it make sense that Cha Ah-Ram is being called a hero in India?"
"She must have bribed or threatened them."
"It is strange that she killed hunters from her own country but was kind to people in India."

Reporters have gathered like bees after receiving information that Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Young-Seok, and Baek Seol-Ah are returning from their dispatch to India.

"But why did Baek Seol-Ah go with them?"
"I heard the dungeon they went to clear was a miasma-type, so she went along?"
"Isn't that also a lie? It doesn't make sense that Baek Seol-Ah, who went to India with them, suddenly left the Association."
"The Association President was crying at an official event this morning, probably upset that Cha Ah-Ram took Baek Seol-Ah from him."

At that moment, a plane begins its descent in the distance and eventually lands on the empty rail.

Screech.

The plane, emitting harsh noise as it races along the rail, comes to a stop.
Shortly after, Kim Young-Seok, who's been hot on internet media lately, disembarks from the stopped plane, followed by Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah.

Pop-pop-pop. Pop-pop-pop.
Click. Click.

"How does it feel to have saved India?!"
"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, can you tell us why you suddenly left the Association?"
"The Korean Association President mentioned you and shed tears at an official event—do you have any plans to return?!"

Hundreds of reporters rush toward them at full speed, taking pictures with their cameras and asking endless questions.

Cha Ah-Ram's face contorts at the reporters' lack of manners, and she's about to use her power to drive them away when—

"We're very tired after spending a long time on the plane. I'll give an interview later, so please leave for now."

Kim Young-Seok walks ahead to address the reporters on behalf of the displeased women.

"Don't the people have the right to know what you did in India and why Hunter Baek Seol-Ah left the Association?"
"...Hah."

But Kim Young-Seok's words had no effect as the reporter at the front boldly shouts.

"The people's right...?"

As Cha Ah-Ram's anger rises and she quietly mutters, Kim Young-Seok shows an angry expression for the first time.

"What does what we did in India or Baek Seol-Ah joining the Cheonmun Guild have to do with the public?"
"Are you dismissing the people's right to know?!"
"Ah, fuck. Cut the crap, you trash."

As Cha Ah-Ram was about to take action, her anger dissipates and her eyes widen at the sight of Kim Young-Seok cursing for the first time.

"Hey, did we go to India on a national mission? The Cheonmun Guild directly requested us. So why bring up the public?"
"...H-how dare you..."
"How dare I? Are you saying 'how dare I' to me?"

Kim Young-Seok walks up to the reporter who insisted the public should know and pokes his chest with a finger.

Thud.

The reporter falls on his backside after being poked.

"Who are you to act like this? Ah, you're a trashy reporter who spews nutritionally worthless garbage on the internet, right?"
"...Did you push me? Do you know who I am? I'm the only son of the Dongbo Daily president..."
"O-only son? Pfft. Kuhuhuk... Hahahahaha."

Kim Young-Seok laughs so hard that tears form in his eyes.
After a moment, his expression turns cold.

"Hey, do you know who I am?"
"Cha Ah-Ram's lover...? Ah..."

The reporter's face turns pale as he finally remembers Kim Young-Seok's position.

"You said Dongbo Daily, right?"
"T-that..."

The reporter, realizing his mistake, frantically looks around, but the other reporters who have already assessed the situation are slowly backing away. He quickly gets up.

"I-I'm sorry."
"What are you sorry for?"
"..."
"Are you just saying sorry because you want to escape this situation without even knowing what you're sorry for?"
"That's not it..."
"What do you mean that's not it? Are you playing games with me?"

Kim Young-Seok leans in close to the reporter with a menacing expression.

"You might disappear from this world today if you keep this up."
"..."

Drip.

Yellow liquid begins to flow from the reporter's pants at Kim Young-Seok's threat.

"Ugh... what a stench. Filthy, just like the trash you publish."

After looking at the reporter with disgust, Kim Young-Seok turns to the other reporters who are slowly backing away.

"Reporters, do you have any questions?"
"...No, sir!"
"You won't bring up nonsense like the public's right to know, will you?"
"..."
"Good. We're tired, so we'll be going now."

After unilaterally ending the conversation, Kim Young-Seok extends his hand to Cha Ah-Ram, who is staring blankly at him from behind.

"What are you doing? Let's go."

Cha Ah-Ram finally comes to her senses and smiles back.

"Yes!"


* * *


"Miss, I apologize."

Park Secretary, who had returned to Korea ahead of them, came to pick them up with a limousine.

"It's okay. I forgive you."

Cha Ah-Ram beams while holding onto my arm.

Screech!!!

"I'll accept whatever punishment for my mistake... What?"

Park Secretary, who was about to respond as expected, slams on the brakes.

"Hehe..."

Despite being thrown slightly forward by the sudden brake, Cha Ah-Ram continues to smile.
Park Secretary, who keeps glancing in the rearview mirror, finally comes to his senses after seeing my look and steps on the accelerator again.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"Yes?"

Park Secretary calls out to Baek Seol-Ah while driving.

"I've sent guards to your family members."
"Ah, thank you."
"And this is something you probably won't accept, but I'll tell you anyway. The Association President sent an official letter saying he wants a private meeting with you. What would you like to do?"
"The Association President wants to meet me privately?"
"Yes."
"Hmm... I don't want to go. But the Association President is known for holding grudges—what should I do?"
"Don't worry about grudges. The Association President will be stepping down from his position soon."

After brief consideration and her answer, Park Secretary gives a satisfied smile and responds to Baek Seol-Ah's concern.

*They must be plotting something.*

I can guess what Park Secretary is planning.
There are many good people in the Association, but also many who aren't.
And I know well that the Korean Association President stands at the center of it all.

*Well, they'll handle it.*

I think there's a reason why Cha Ah-Ram always entrusts everything to Park Secretary.

The limousine continues forward and arrives at a familiar place.

"Ah-Ram, let's get up."
"Mmm..."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had fallen asleep on my shoulder, stirs and snuggles into my arms, so I end up carrying her princess-style out of the limousine.

"Oppa, I'm going to meet my parents."

Baek Seol-Ah, who didn't get out of the limousine, calls out to me.

"You worked hard."
"You too, Oppa. I'll call you later."
"...O-okay."

After hesitating briefly at her mention of calling later, I nod and make an apologetic request to Park Secretary who drove us here.

"Park Secretary, please take care of her."
"Don't worry. Then, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, we'll be departing."

Vroom.

The limousine starts moving away.
After seeing them off, I carry Cha Ah-Ram into our home.

Ch.93 - Greed Is..... (1)
Finally, we arrived at our home.
It's not as luxurious as the hotel in India, the hospital, or the interior of Cha Ah-Ram's private jet, but nevertheless, I feel my heart becoming more at ease.

"Mmm... Ahjussi?"

Cha Ah-Ram, whom I was carrying, trembled her eyebrows slightly before opening her purple eyes.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Are we already here?"
"Yes, can you walk?"
"Carry me to the bed."
"Alright."

As I take off my shoes and enter, I can feel how chilly the house is.

*I wonder where Kim Se-Bong went?*

Kim Se-Bong, who had promised to look after the house while we cleared the dungeon, was nowhere to be seen. I put that thought aside as we reached the bedroom and carefully laid Cha Ah-Ram on the bed.

"Sleep more."
"What about you?"
"I'll do some housework and come back."
"I'll help you."
"I can do it by myself, so our Princess should get some sleep."
"Princess?"
"Yes, you're my princess."
"Hehe, then read me a book until I fall asleep."
"A book?"
"I brought a book with me. It's over there."

With a bright smile at my princess's words, she points to the bookshelf that was placed there for decoration.

"You brought a book? Let me see... Is this it?"

A single book slanted on the bookshelf.
Its intense title pierces my retina.

[100 Techniques to Satisfy Her]

"Yes, that's the one."

Is she asking me to read this to her?

"Ahjussi?"
"..."

She calls me, but my male pride is so shattered that I don't want to respond. I put the book back on the shelf.

"Sleep well."
"Ahjussi? Ahjussi!!! What's wrong?"

Slam.

I close the door and leave.

*Was she not satisfied enough?*

I thought I did well considering I learned from adult videos I watched when I was young.
Despite that, Cha Ah-Ram's intention in asking me to read that book must be because I wasn't good enough, and she wants me to learn properly to satisfy her?

I thought I tried my best...

Fling.

"Ahjussi, why are you suddenly acting like this?"

Cha Ah-Ram follows me out and urgently examines my expression.

"...It's nothing."
"It can't be nothing. Your lips are already pouting... Why are you acting like this?"
"..."
"You need to tell me so I can understand."
"...Was I that bad?"
"What? Bad at what?"

She looks confused at my truncated question.

"I mean... was I really that terrible?!"

Though it's embarrassing to talk about this, I decide to say everything now that it's come to this.

"Yes, I'm bad!!! I'm really sorry that you weren't satisfied, but is there anyone who's good from the beginning?"
"...What?"

A look of incomprehension.
That expression fans the embers in the ashes.

"And you're not good either! You only try to use force, and I'm human too, so it hurts! But I endured it..."
"...Ah, so that's it."
"What did you say?"

Cha Ah-Ram, finally understanding what I'm talking about, circles around me with sparkling eyes.

"You're sulking about that?"
"Th-that?"

Cha Ah-Ram takes away even the little self-esteem I had left.

"No, it's definitely not that."
"...Then why did you bring that book and ask me to read it?"

Isn't the purpose of reading it to satisfy her?

"I brought it so we could study together. I'm happy just having you by my side, but wouldn't it be better if we could be even happier?"
"..."
"And I bought lots of books about men too, not just women. And just a few weeks ago, I was the one begging you to do it while you kept backing away, so why would I criticize you?"
"...Really?"
"Really. Now, follow me."

She grabs my wrist and leads me to the room where valuables are kept.

Fling.

After opening the door, she passes by the clothes and valuables she bought for me and goes to the end of the room. She starts rummaging through the clothes and pulls out a box I've never seen before.

"What's that?"
"Wait and see."

Riiip.

After roughly tearing off the tape wrapping the box, Cha Ah-Ram takes out the contents.

"..."
"What do you think?"

What Cha Ah-Ram pulled out was none other than a nurse's uniform.

"Remember when I showed you the bunny girl outfit before?"
"...Yes."
"When I bought that, I bought many other outfits too. They say this is what men fantasize about."

She holds the nurse outfit against her body.

"Is it okay?"
"..."

The pure white uniform. Though it's not lewd since it's meant for saving lives, there's a sense of taboo that gradually excites me.

"Don't you like this?"
"...No, I like it."
"Then how about this?"

She puts down the nurse outfit on the floor and takes out another outfit from the box.

"...That's too revealing."
"Nosebleed! Nosebleed! Ahjussi, your nose is bleeding. Wait a moment."

When she shows me the provocative outfit with fishnet stockings and an open back, my nose tingles, and Cha Ah-Ram tells me I'm having a nosebleed before rushing out.

"Phew..."

Left alone in the room, I cover my nose with my finger and regret doubting Cha Ah-Ram.

"Now, show me your face."

Cha Ah-Ram, who has returned with tissues, asks me to show her my face.
I obediently show her my face, and she blocks my bleeding nose with a very careful touch, as if handling a crafted item, and meticulously wipes the blood from my face.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"

With the outfit I just saw still lingering in my mind, I grip her shoulders.

"Let's do the housework tomorrow and go to bed."
"Wh-what? Ahjussi, wait..."

*I can't hold back.*

I immediately grab Cha Ah-Ram's hand tightly and drag her into the bedroom.


* * *


"It's been a while."
"It's truly been a long time, Hunter Kim Se-Bong. Have you been well?"
"I'm alive because I can't die."
"Don't say that. Isn't our country safe because of you, Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"
"Your master would be shocked to hear those words."
"You mean Agassi? She might have been like that before, but she's changed a lot now."
"The power of love... Isn't it amazing?"

Kim Se-Bong meets with Park Secretary.
Kim Se-Bong looks at Park Secretary with sharp eyes.

"You also reformed because of love, didn't you?"
"I'm happy every day because of my wife and daughter who give me more love than I deserve."
"I hope that feeling never changes."
"Don't worry, I've sincerely washed my hands of the past."

Kim Se-Bong, who knew about the past, puts his mind at ease seeing Park Secretary's happy expression.

"So, why did you want to see this old man? Those kids will be arriving in Korea soon."
"I want to discuss Association matters."
"Ahem..."

When Park Secretary mentions the Association, Kim Se-Bong swallows involuntarily and looks up at the sky.

"Didn't you feel it too, Hunter Kim Se-Bong, when you dealt with those Scavengers just now?"

About an hour ago.
Despite everyone knowing he was here, bold Scavengers had swarmed in, and he had to deal with them.

"As I said before, it's not good for the Cheonmun Guild to get too involved with the Association..."
"Of course, we have no desire to interfere with the Association. In fact, both Agassi and I are busy enough just handling the Cheonmun Guild's work. But...! The Association President tried to take Baek Seol-Ah's family hostage and executed a plan to harm Young Master. We cannot continue to watch this situation."
"...Is that true?"
"Yes, it's true."

Park Secretary's steadfast gaze.
After staring for a long time, Kim Se-Bong finally sighs.

"I told him not to be so greedy..."

Kim Se-Bong, who knew the Association President better than anyone, sighs.
The greed that was revealed the moment he took the position of Association President.
He had decided to overlook it as long as lines weren't crossed, since the distinction between good and evil has become ambiguous in today's world.
Also, believing that greater ambition could make Korea, our country, stronger, he had complied with the Association President's request to check the Korean government while simultaneously protecting against attacks from the most powerful guild, the Cheonmun Guild.

"That's why we need your strength, Hunter Kim Se-Bong."
"...This old man doesn't have such power..."
"What are you saying? How can Hunter Kim Se-Bong, who has the support of the Association executives, say such a thing?"
"..."
"Even at this moment, the Association President continues to attack Agassi. Although he can't touch us openly because our guild's power is far superior to the Association's, he's trying to manipulate the media."
"..."
"I would be truly grateful if you could help us."
"Haah... I have no choice."

With a deep sigh, Kim Se-Bong recalls the man who rose to the position of Association President and composes his troubled mind.

"I'll help."
"Really?"

Park Secretary brightens at the offer of help.

"But I have a condition."
"A condition?"
"The Association President... don't kill him."
"..."
"I'll move on that condition."

Park Secretary contemplates for a moment, as his plan includes making the Association President and all his followers disappear from the face of the earth.

"After all, you're not seeking my strength for force, but for the 'media,' right?"
"..."
"I'll personally speak to the media about the Association's corruption and the Cheonmun Guild's fairness. In return, spare that friend's life."

Seeing Park Secretary's contemplative look, Kim Se-Bong, convinced that there is a plan to kill, emphasizes his value again.

"I personally don't care whether the Association President lives or dies, but if Agassi finds out he's alive..."
"Leave that matter to me. So, will you accept my condition?"

Kim Se-Bong, who has known the Association President since he was young, earnestly pleads, despite the man having crossed the line due to his ambition.

"...No."

After much deliberation, Park Secretary finally shakes his head.

"Please forget what I just said."
"...Why? If I help..."
"Of course, with your help, we could easily restore our image while getting rid of that annoying person. But..."

Park Secretary's eyes become slightly bloodshot.

"We are not lenient to enemies who attack us. Blood for blood! Tooth for tooth! That's our guild's rule."
"..."
"So, you don't need to fulfill the request I just made."

Ch.94 - Greed Is..... (2)
I woke up early in the morning and started cleaning the house.
Even though Kim Se-Bong must have cleaned while he was alone at home, I began wiping down the floors and furniture that didn't have much dust accumulated.

"Ahjussi~"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been sleeping soundly, came out to the living room rubbing her eyes and called out to me with her arms spread wide.

"Did you sleep well?"
"Super~ well! Like honey!"

I put down the rag I was holding, went over to her and gave her a hug. As she nuzzled her face against my chest, memories of what happened throughout the night replayed in my mind, making my face burn hot.

"Ahem... ahem..."

As I kept clearing my throat, trying to calm my racing heart, Cha Ah-Ram, who seemed to know exactly what I was thinking, grinned mischievously.

"Do you want to?"
"....."
"They say doing it in the morning is good for your health. Want to? I'm always ready whenever you want to..."

She slipped out of my embrace and traced circles on my chest with her finger.

"Ahjussi, what do you think?"
"...No, we can't."

I almost fell for Cha Ah-Ram's temptation.
I quickly refused and stepped back, picking up the rag I had put down on the floor.

"Aw, come on! What's the problem? It's just the two of us anyway..."

As Cha Ah-Ram approached me with a seductive smile while I trembled nervously—

Beep beep.
Click.

Just then, the sound of someone entering the door code echoed, and sunlight streamed into the hallway leading to the front door.

"...Sir!"
"Is he doing this on purpose or what?"

I brightened at the sight of Kim Se-Bong removing his shoes at the entrance and rushed toward him, ignoring Cha Ah-Ram's muttering behind me.

"Did you have a good trip?"

Kim Se-Bong gave me a faint smile.

"I'm back."

I smiled back at him in response.

"I heard you were badly injured... let me see."

He approached me and carefully touched the areas where I had been injured.

"Seol-Ah healed me, so I'm fine now."
"...Seol-Ah? You don't mean Baek Seol-Ah the Hunter?"
"It's not like that. We just decided to be like brother and sister."

Baek Seol-Ah would probably get angry if she heard this, but I sincerely view her as a sister.

"...Is that so? Oh, Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, it's been a while."
"Old man, you're still not dead?"
"How can I go when the grim reaper hasn't come for me yet?"

He looked at both Cha Ah-Ram and me with a warm smile.

"Sigh..."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been blocking the hallway, stepped aside with a deep sigh, allowing Kim Se-Bong to enter naturally.

"Have you eaten?"
"I haven't eaten yet."
"We haven't eaten either. Let's eat together."
"Sure."

I remembered the sharp words I had said to Kim Se-Bong right before leaving for India, and things were about to get awkward, but he nodded, agreeing to eat together.

"Then go wash up. I'll prepare breakfast."
"Thank you. And Hunter Cha Ah-Ram..."

Kim Se-Bong's expression darkened as he thanked me and called out to Cha Ah-Ram, but he couldn't finish his sentence.

"If you called me, say something."
"Ah, it's nothing."

In the end, he headed to the shower without saying what he had intended to say.

"Did he eat something bad?"

Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head at Kim Se-Bong's unusual behavior.

"Still, it would be inconvenient if he died now..."
"Why?"

Wasn't Cha Ah-Ram the one who was just asking when he would die? I was curious about her sudden change of attitude.

"He promised to give me wild ginseng liquor before, remember? It would be a loss if he died before I got it."
"That's your reason?"
"What do you mean 'that's your reason'?"

When I muttered in disbelief, Cha Ah-Ram flared up.

"Isn't it good for both of us if I get stronger? Am I the only one who thinks that?"

Are you indirectly saying I'm weak right now?
Sigh...
How did it come to this?

Although it was involuntary, after consuming the Elixir and receiving Baek Seol-Ah's regeneration ability, my body has become as healthy as someone in their late teens. My physical abilities themselves didn't completely block the sword strike from the Death Knight, the boss of the dungeon classified as SSS-grade that we went to, but I didn't die. So I can confidently say I'm not inferior to B-rank Hunters now.
Despite that, it seems I'm still woefully inadequate compared to Cha Ah-Ram, who has an S-rank body with B-rank equivalent physical abilities through doping. The future looks bleak.

*Will I have to live like this for the rest of my life?*

A future married to Cha Ah-Ram.

*"Dad, why does Mom always say you're weak?"
"That's..."
"Because your dad can't perform in bed."*

"NO!!!"
"Why are you suddenly shouting?"

Cha Ah-Ram looked at me strangely as I shouted like I was having a fit, but I didn't care.
That must never happen.
As Cha Ah-Ram continued to stare at me with a strange look, I said:

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Get ready today."
"What do you..."
"I'm definitely going to take you to Hong Kong today."

Blush.

Cha Ah-Ram's face turned red at my direct statement.

*I definitely need to establish dominance today.*

It's time to show my manly pride.


* * *


After having breakfast together, I went out to the vegetable garden in the backyard that hadn't been managed while I was in India.

"They've grown well even without me."

I gazed with emotion at the green sprouts that had emerged from what was once bare ground.

"Do you like it that much?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been doing the dishes, must have finished as she came up beside me and asked while looking at the garden.

"Of course. I never tire of watching life grow."
"Really?"

After that, we silently watched the sprouts growing in the field, and then naturally looked into each other's eyes.

"Ahjussi."
"Ah-Ram."

We called each other simultaneously.

"You go first."
"No, you go first, Ahjussi."

Though I offered, she insisted I speak first, so I cleared my throat.

"Um, you know? Do you remember what you told me before?"
"What are you talking about?"
"That... about children."

I reminded her of what she had said about how many children she wanted to have.

"Do you want to see your child, Ahjussi?"
"Well..."

Every time I look at Cha Ah-Ram, I think of my proud father who sacrificed for me, and maybe because of that, I've been constantly wondering lately what it would be like if I became a father.

"What I said before was just to seduce you..."

My rosy vision of the future shattered with Cha Ah-Ram's words.

"...You don't want to?"

Since Cha Ah-Ram would be the one giving birth, I approached cautiously, knowing I couldn't do anything if she said no.

"It's not that I don't want to. Actually, I'd love to have your child, Ahjussi."
"Then?"
"...I'm afraid of losing you."
"Huh?"
"I'm scared that the love you give me will go to the child."
"Ah, if that's the case..."
"Are you going to tell me not to worry? But what can I do? The books I read said never to believe such reassurances. They said once a woman has a child, she becomes like cold rice—neglected."

Who wrote such a book?

"I would never do that."
"You're giving such a definitive answer when we haven't even had a child yet?"
"....."

A face full of distrust.
Cha Ah-Ram held my hand tightly.

"I don't want to give up even a grain of the love you give me to a child."

I don't mind that Cha Ah-Ram has this possessiveness over me.
In fact, I like it.
It means she loves me that much.

"I promise you."

But because I also want to become a father, I make a promise.

"If we have a child, I'll inevitably feel love for them. But I can promise you this with my life: you will always be number one in my heart."

Even if we have a child, Cha Ah-Ram, the main subject of our love's fruition, is my number one priority.
I can't deny that.
Children grow up and eventually leave our side, just as we did. When that time comes, the only person I can truly rely on is Cha Ah-Ram.

"...Really?"
"Yes."
"...Alright."

Having finally agreed, Cha Ah-Ram's expression turned sulky as she suddenly looked me up and down.

"But can you actually make a child with that strength?"
"...Huh?"

I thought we agreed earlier that we were both beginners and would learn together...

"Please try harder."

After touching my sore spot, Cha Ah-Ram left me and went back into the house alone.

"...Damn it."

I couldn't stop the curse that escaped my lips as I stared blankly at the garden.


* * *


After pulling weeds and watering the vegetable garden, I went to the master bedroom and prepared to stream for the first time in a while. I turned on the broadcast right at 2 PM.

"It's been a while, everyone."

-Hello.
-Retirement, did you have a good trip to India?
-You look handsome as always!
-Retired Hunter is invincible and godlike!

As soon as I started streaming, chat messages poured in. I noticed a few suspicious messages that might be from Cheonmun Guild members, but I ignored them.

"I had a good trip to India. It was my first time going abroad, so I was a bit nervous, but India is ultimately just a place where people live."

While I was interacting with viewers during the broadcast:

[Charismatic Viewer has donated 1,000 won.]
(Retired Hunter, have you seen the article that just came out?)

A viewer I hadn't seen before asked me this with a small donation.

"An article came out? About me?"

Recalling my interaction with a reporter at the airport, I opened the internet and started looking through the articles.

"Hmm..."

[Why did the Association President call Cheonmun Guild a "den of evil"?]
[Is Hunter Baek Seol-Ah's move to Cheonmun Guild actually because they're holding a "hostage"?!]
[Association President pleads with tears, but is powerless before Cheonmun Guild...]

There are articles that completely tarnish Cheonmun Guild's image. New articles keep appearing every time I refresh the page.

*These newspaper companies look familiar.*

-I don't think it's true. I believe in you.

A viewer with the username "Ppyoruddae" that I haven't seen in a while writes that they believe in me, but the message quickly disappears among the flood of chat messages.

*I wonder what Ah-Ram is doing right now?*

Cha Ah-Ram said she was going to visit Cheonmun Guild briefly when I told her I was going to stream.
I hope everything goes smoothly, I think as I change the subject to lighten the mood and continue with the broadcast.

Ch.95 - Greed Is..... (3)
"Are you not doing your job properly?!"

In the Vice Guild Master's office located on the top floor of the Cheonmun Guild.
Cha Ah-Ram, with an angry expression, shouts at Park Secretary standing before her.

"I apologize."

Park Secretary keeps his head bowed low, repeatedly apologizing to Cha Ah-Ram.

"I'm the idiot for leaving the guild."

No longer scolding Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram sits down and watches Kim Young-Seok's broadcast that she had left on.

Swoosh.

Her expression, which had been contorted with anger, melts away, and she's soon grinning broadly.

"...Park Secretary."
"Yes."
"Let's do this properly."
"I will handle this matter properly."

Her tone has softened.
Sensing this, Park Secretary bows his head even lower.

"You answer well. Anyway, don't worry about image recovery. Just handle everything without causing trouble for that Ahjussi."
"Yes."
"What about support?"
"The people I've trained will be sufficient."

Park Secretary answers confidently.
Cha Ah-Ram, who had been staring at the monitor, reluctantly turns her gaze to Park Secretary.

"Try to keep the old man alive and bring him to me."
"Will you handle him personally?"

Park Secretary, knowing Cha Ah-Ram's personality, questions her.

"Have you lost your mind?"
"...I apologize!"

Not knowing which part suddenly angered her, Park Secretary quickly lowers his head again.

"...I promised not to kill anymore."
"Pardon?"

Though she speaks quietly, the impact of what Cha Ah-Ram just said is so great that Park Secretary asks again in a daze, unsure if he's dreaming.

"Don't make me repeat myself."
"Yes, yes. Understood. But... may I ask why you want him brought alive?"
"I'm annoyed and want to see his face. Why? Got a problem?"
"N-no, not at all!"
"If you have a problem, you can be the Vice Guild Master!"

Cha Ah-Ram's original personality resurfaces.
Regretting his question, Park Secretary breaks into a cold sweat.

"Well, I said 'try,' so if it's difficult to bring him, kill him on sight."
"Understood."

After answering, Park Secretary continues standing with his head bowed.

"What are you doing? I'm trying to watch Ahjussi's broadcast, and you standing there is ruining my appetite!"
"I'll leave immediately. Have a good time."

Click.

As she becomes irritable, Park Secretary quickly exits the Vice Guild Master's office.
After standing dazed in front of the door for a while, Park Secretary shakes his head to clear his mind.
If things had been like before, he would surely have been killed.
But Cha Ah-Ram has changed since meeting Kim Young-Seok.
Didn't she just mention she promised not to kill?

*Young Master, thank you. I sincerely love you.*

As Park Secretary turns toward the house where Kim Young-Seok is broadcasting and bows at a 90-degree angle to express his gratitude, his eyes suddenly turn cold.

"I have work to do."

To handle things properly, he quickly summons all the people he has trained.


* * *


In the Cheonmun Guild's underground training facility.
People of different builds and genders stand in formation before Park Secretary, not moving a muscle.

"You all know that some crazy old man is attacking our guild, right?"
"....."

Everyone remains silent, watching Park Secretary speak.

"Who made us, once vagrants, into proper people?"
"Cheonmun!"

Everyone shouts in unison at Park Secretary's words.

"Who brought us from the shadows into the light, allowing us to build families?"
"Agassi!"

Killing intent begins to fill the previously emotionless eyes of the people.

"This is Agassi's message."

Unlike the increasingly excited crowd, Park Secretary grows calmer as he quietly gives them orders.

"By the end of today, eliminate everyone involved in this incident. And the ringleader, the old man, if you can capture him... no, kill the old man on the spot."

Park Secretary changes his mind while speaking, as if remembering something.

"Understood!"

But the people respond to Park Secretary's words with a shout so loud it shakes the training facility.

"From this moment on, for the next 24 hours, the secretariat will cover up all incidents."

Tap tap tap.

As soon as Park Secretary finishes speaking, they each grab their prepared weapons and put earpieces in their ears, showing perfect coordination as they leave the training facility.

"Phew..."

Park Secretary, left alone in the training facility.

*A promise...*

When he recalled Agassi saying she promised not to kill, his desire to capture the old man alive disappeared.

*She definitely won't hold back when she meets him.*

Everything about Cha Ah-Ram has changed. He feels it himself, but...
Nevertheless, for some reason, he felt that Agassi would kill the Association President the moment he was captured and brought to her.

*This is a matter I should handle myself.*

When he met Cha Ah-Ram and was appointed Chief Secretary, he vowed that Agassi should never face the same person again.
Although they were vagrants with nothing before coming into the light, and now thanks to Cha Ah-Ram's power, wealth, and authority as the leader of the Cheonmun Guild, they could live like proper people without doing such dirty work...

Orders were orders, and he wanted to repay his debt.
He always expressed gratitude to Cha Ah-Ram, who allowed him to meet his beloved wife and daughter with dignity, and despite facing countless life-threatening situations, he never once resented her.

But...

"These nobodies dare...?"

He gets into the elevator heading to the upper floors where the secretariat is located, determined to kill the Association President and his lackeys who underestimated them as they moved their headquarters to Goseong in South Gyeongsang Province.


* * *


At a newspaper office near the Seoul Hunter Association building.

"Ahhh...!"
"Everyone stop... guhk!"

After two masked individuals infiltrate the newspaper office.
One cuts off a limb from each person trying to escape on the first floor to prevent them from running away, while the other rushes upstairs at high speed to catch the reporter who wrote the article about the Cheonmun Guild.

Slash!

In the process, hunters guarding the newspaper office confront the masked individual, but in the blink of an eye, their bodies are split in half, and the once-white corridor is covered with entrails and blood from their severed bodies.

"P-please, spare me."

The masked individual crouches in front of a woman sitting on the floor, trembling.

"Are you Kim Ji-Ye?"
"The director ordered me to. I said we absolutely shouldn't write it..."
"Are you Kim Ji-Ye?"

As the woman rambles, the masked individual grabs her hair and lifts her up.

"Kyaaaah!!!!"

Despite her loud screams, the masked individual doesn't even blink and drags her by the hair to the first floor where their colleague is waiting.

"...Ugh, urk."
"Shut up!"

As she moans in pain while being forcibly dragged down the stairs to the first floor, the cold-eyed masked individual slams their free hand down on the woman's mouth.

Crunch.

All the woman's teeth are pulled out and fall to the floor, but the masked individual pays no mind and continues to the first floor where their colleague is maintaining control.

"Kim Ji-Ae?"
"Her face matches the photo in the report we received."
"...That's not right?"

With her jaw shattered along with her teeth from one palm strike, she's barely recognizable.

"If you say so, it must be her. Kim Ji-Ae. Did you write this article?"

They show the report to Kim Ji-Ae, whose makeup has been washed away by tears, but with her jaw broken, she can only struggle weakly, unable to speak.

"Our guild kidnapped Baek Seol-Ah Hunter's family...?"

An emotionless voice.
But to Kim Ji-Ae, that voice sounds like the grim reaper announcing her death, and filled with terror, she struggles to break free from the hand gripping her hair.

"Big Bro said he'd cover everything up, right?"
"Yeah."
"Then would it be okay to cut her neck halfway and hang her on the sign while she's barely alive?"

Before coming into the light, they were vagrants with nothing.
As their daily life had been kill or be killed, these cruel-natured individuals casually begin deciding Kim Ji-Ae's final treatment.

"Isn't that too lenient? Since we're covering it up anyway, we should instill fear about opposing the Cheonmun Guild."
"What do you want to do?"
"Let's bring her whole family and burn them all."
"Ah? That sounds good."

Suddenly, Kim Ji-Ae's family gets involved.

"Urgh!!! Urrrgh!!! Huuurgh!!!"

Kim Ji-Ae's eyes bulge out as she tries to resist, but.

Thud.

Stab.

Her struggling stops after one kick from the man.

"Let's do it then. I'll bring her family..."
"Ughk!"

Looking at the newspaper employees who, while missing limbs, are not in life-threatening condition:

"Keep these bastards in line."

With those words, the masked individual immediately leaves the newspaper office.


* * *


"How dare you! Who do you think you are, coming in here!"

In the Hunter Association President's office.
The Association President shouts at the masked individuals who opened the door and entered.

"This guy's the ringleader, right?"
"We shouldn't let him die easily, should we?"
"Have you identified his family? We need to eliminate any seeds of discord early."
"They've already been moved overseas. Well, Big Bro said we can use Agassi's private jet freely, so we'll catch them soon."

Despite the Association President shouting and trying to attack them, they continue their conversation peacefully.

"You bastards!"

Though overshadowed by figures like Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Se-Bong, the Association President himself is a proper S-rank Hunter.
When such a person is ignored by masked individuals who suddenly appeared, his face reddens.

Crackle. Crackle.

Sparks begin to fly from both his hands.

"So we've decided not to let him die easily?"
"We should consider the possibility of him escaping."
"Me, escape? You damn bas... huh?"

Stab.

As the Association President, enraged by the masked individuals' conversation, points his sparking hands at them, both his arms are severed and fall to the floor.
Faced with this surreal situation, the Association President stares blankly at his fallen arms.

"You know well that your S-rank standards don't apply in our Cheonmun Guild, right?"

While there are officially fewer than 100 S-rank Hunters in Korea...
Pointing out that there are hundreds of unofficial S-rank Hunters in the Cheonmun Guild alone, the Association President finally realizes the reality of the situation.

"Aaaaaargh!!!"

His face contorts with pain, and he screams, hoping someone will save him, but.

"We've already cut off all your subordinates."

Thud.

At that moment, someone enters the open office and throws something in front of the wailing Association President.

"This bastard Shadow... he was showing off to Big Bro?"

The masked individual who refers to the mutilated corpse with a crushed face as "Shadow" says:

"Big Bro said he'd cover for us for 24 hours, so we have 15 hours left?"

The masked individual who threw Shadow in front of the Association President approaches him.

"Let's play a fun game until we catch your family."

They smile with crescent-shaped eyes.

Ch.96 - Park Secretary's Scariness. (1)
After a long time away, I turned on my stream without setting an end time, playing classic fighting games while chatting with viewers.

Ding-dong.

The sound of someone entering the door code. Hearing it, I paused the game and removed my earphones.

"Viewers, please wait a moment."

She had said she'd be late because of all the work piling up. Kim Se-Bong Hunter left after breakfast saying he had errands for a few days, so the only person who could be coming in was Cha Ah-Ram.

*Is something wrong? Could it be...?*

Did she come home because of that news article I saw earlier?
As I left my room, I saw Cha Ah-Ram taking off her shoes at the entrance and walking through the hallway.

"I thought you were going to be late today?"
"Well, Park Secretary suddenly started slacking off."
"Huh? What do you mean slacking off?"
"He dumped all his work on me and went to do something else."
"Then can't you just do it? Isn't that why you said you'd be late?"

I asked, not understanding her complaint.

"...He usually handles all the complicated paperwork procedures. It's a bit much for me to..."

The Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun Guild saying this...?
This is a typical case of someone who got a high position directly thanks to their parents.

"So I postponed it until tomorrow because I wanted to be with Ahjussi today."
"..."
"Do you not like me being with you?"
"No, that's not it."

Of course I can't express how much I love having her by my side.
Just seeing her makes me happy, talking to her makes my heart race, and touching her makes me wonder if I'm dreaming—I welcome her presence anytime.
But...

*...Park Secretary is too pitiful.*

It's clearly workplace bullying, regardless of him being her subordinate.

"You're thinking about Park Secretary right now, aren't you?"

She's sharp.

"No matter how good he is at his job, a person only has one body. You should help him."
"No way. I pay him enough for it."
"I see."

Since she says she pays him well, I can't say much more.
But... I've always been curious.

"How much exactly does Park Secretary get paid to work under you... hmm..."

My honest thoughts came out directly without filtering.
I tried to take it back quickly, but Cha Ah-Ram had already heard and glared at me.

"What's wrong with me?"
"...Don't you know?"

I thought we knew everything about each other now that we're in love.
And while I don't know all the details, I have a general idea about Cha Ah-Ram's darker side, so I brought it up.

"W-well, I at least protect the people under me properly!"
"Protect?"
"...Ahjussi, you're mean! I rushed here because I missed you, and this is what I get? Are you treating me like yesterday's news already?"

She turned her head sharply and pouted.

"Yesterday's news? You know how much I like you."
"...How much?"

*Smooch.*

"This much?"
"...Just one kiss?"

I gave her a light kiss on her pouting lips, but apparently kisses don't even count as skinship anymore, as she remained upset.

"Then what should I do?"
"Hold me all day today."
"I can do that tonight..."
"Ahjussi? What are you thinking? I just meant 'hold' me..."

She poked my chest with her finger.

"Pervert."
"...N-no, that's not it."
"What do you mean, no? You just told me to get ready to go to Hong Kong earlier."

I definitely only asked how much Park Secretary was getting paid, but how did the conversation end up here?

*'Young-Seok, if you ever get a lover, you must always yield. Otherwise, the aftermath will...'*
*'Honey! Are you talking about me?'*
*'That's not what I...'*
*'Come with me right now!'*
*'Anyway, if you ever get a woman you love, never argue with her. Even if it goes against everything you know, just say yes. That's how you survive... Aaaah!!'*

My father being dragged into the room by my mother, who had grabbed his ear.

"Ah-Ram."
"So how are you planning to send me to Hong Kong?"
"I give up. I'm sorry."
"You give up? What are you talking about?"

She pretends not to understand, but I can see the corners of her mouth turning up.

"I just did something wrong."
"Hmm... I'll let it slide this time."

How did it end up like this?
Where did all my resolve go when I started dating Cha Ah-Ram...?

*Grab.*

Cha Ah-Ram grabbed my arm while I was lost in thought.

"You're streaming right now, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"When are you going to end it?"
"I don't know."
"What? Isn't it almost time to end?"

Cha Ah-Ram checked the large clock on the wall and asked with a puzzled expression.

"I couldn't stream while we were in India, right? I'm planning to stream longer to make up for it."
"Don't do that. End the stream and play with me."
"I can't do that."

Even though Cha Ah-Ram is the person I love most in the world, I need to separate work and personal life.
I made a promise to the viewers who trust and watch me.
My principle is to keep promises no matter what happens.

"Goody two-shoes."
"..."
"...Fine. I guess I'll just be lonely by myself while you stream."

Where did she learn the phrase "lonely by myself"?
And I can't tell if she's giving permission or not.

"If you really want, I can end the stream and we can—"
"Yes!"

She answered immediately when I tested her.
When I glared at her, she finally realized I had tricked her.

"Ah-Ram."
"..."
"I won't stream for too long, so please wait a little bit."

*Slip.*

I pulled my arm out of Cha Ah-Ram's embrace and started walking toward the bedroom.

"I hate you! I hate you so much!"
"Ah-Ram, I love you."
"That's not fair!"

She cried out as I walked away.


* * *


How did it end up like this?
I definitely planned to stream alone today, but...
And what's with that outfit?

-Noona! I'm dying! You're younger than me but I'll call you Noona!
-A maid outfit... I envy you, retired Hunter.
-Agassi... I'll support you no matter what outfit you wear.
-I can't believe the Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun is dressed like that. It's so trashy.

Among the flood of compliments and flattery, there was one chat criticizing Cha Ah-Ram.

*Is that Seol-Ah?*

An account I had noticed and made note of before.
Baek Seol-Ah, who had broken up with me to see her family, was chatting.
Cha Ah-Ram, dressed in a maid outfit, must have seen Baek Seol-Ah's chat too.

"Keep pushing it and you'll regret it."
-Oh my, Cha Ah-Ram? Stop bullying people. Do you think Oppa likes seeing you act like this?

Baek Seol-Ah dragged me into it even though I was staying quiet.

*Whoosh.*

"Ahjussi doesn't like that, right?"
"...O-of course not."
"See! Ahjussi is on my side."
-What nonsense. Everyone could see you hesitated.

Today's stream concept was supposed to be peacefully sharing my experiences in India while interacting with viewers, but with Cha Ah-Ram barging in, my head was already starting to hurt.

"Stop fighting."

As I barely managed to stop their argument, I wracked my brain trying to think of a way to change the subject.

*...Ah!*

I suddenly remembered something I hadn't heard earlier.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Could you tell us approximately how much Cheonmun Guild members and employees get paid? In the Hunter industry, there are rumors that Cheonmun Guild receives top-tier support, but no one knows exactly how much they get or what kind of support they receive. If it's not confidential, it might help Hunters who are preparing to join Cheonmun Guild... what do you think?"
"You mean like salaries or support for Artifacts, vehicles, housing, equipment, and so on?"
"Yeah, that kind of thing."
"I can talk about that much."

She coolly agreed.

-She's going to tell us that?
-Holding my breath to listen now.
-I've been wanting to apply to Cheonmun Guild, so this is perfect.

The viewers must have been curious too, as the active chat gradually slowed down with everyone focusing on what Cha Ah-Ram was about to say.

"Well... Cheonmun divides Guild members by rank."

Everyone probably already knows that it starts from rank 10 and goes up to rank 1, as it's widely known on the internet.

"If you pass the evaluation, you become a Guild member, and you're given a rank according to your ability. Most Hunters start at rank 10. And the money that rank 10 Guild members receive is... how much was it again?"

Cha Ah-Ram pondered.

"Ah! I think it's about 2,000 with support for Magic Artifacts up to 5 points."

2,000? Is the annual salary only 2,000?

-That's all they get?
-An annual salary of 2,000 is what I'm making now. Are rank 10 Guild members just Porters?
-If Porters get support for Magic Artifacts worth 5 points, I might apply, but for Cheonmun's class, that seems...

The viewers were thinking the same thing I was.
But Cha Ah-Ram saw the chat and made a confused expression.

"Annual salary? I never said annual salary. Don't misunderstand. Cheonmun doesn't give you the scraps like those bug guilds you're in."

-...?
-It's not annual?
-So it's monthly?
-Monthly 2,000? That means the annual salary is over 100 million?
-Even before taxes, an entry-level Guild member making over 100 million is insane;;

"Oh, Cheonmun calculates salaries after taxes, not before, and as I mentioned earlier, they also provide Magic Artifacts worth 5 points, plus housing, vehicles, equipment for dungeons, and everything else."
"...And that's what rank 10 Guild members get?"

When I realized that a rank 10 Cheonmun Guild member earns in one month what I save in half a year after running dungeons and paying all kinds of taxes, I suddenly felt a reality check.

"So higher than rank 10 gets even more?"
"Yes, the entry-level gets that much... hmm, from rank 9 to rank 3, the annual salaries keep increasing, but the Artifacts and other support are similar."
"...What about from rank 3?"
"The treatment is completely different. This is supposed to be secret, but the Artifacts they receive change from Magic to Rare or Unique."

-Unique? That's insane!!
-Shit... suddenly feeling the reality check. I'm a guild executive somewhere and Unique? I'm barely surviving with Magic, let alone Rare...
-No wonder everyone talks about Cheonmun.

She might be rough around the edges, but she takes good care of her people.
Then how much does Park Secretary get?

"How much does Park Secretary get?"

I asked the same question I had earlier.

"Park Secretary? He... um... I don't know."
"Huh? You don't know? What do you mean?"

She doesn't even know what her own assistant receives?
But...
My eyes widened at what came out of her mouth next.

"I told Park Secretary I'd give him whatever he wants. So I'm sure he's taking good care of himself!"

Ch.97 - Park Secretary's Scariness. (2)
In the headquarters building of the Cheonmun Guild, the secretaries in the office were responding to constant incoming calls.

"If you don't want to take down your sign, choose wisely."
"If you've got any brains, you know you should be on our side."
"The Association President? Do you think we'll let that old bastard live? So watch yourself."

The secretaries were trying to suppress news of the current incident, mixing threats with their calls to various media outlets and major internet sites.

"Manager Park."

Unlike Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok who called him Park Secretary, the secretaries addressed him as Manager Park.

Park Secretary turned his head toward the secretary who called him.

"It's the Blue House. What should we do?"
"Transfer the line to me."
"Yes, sir."

Park Secretary took the call from the Blue House directly.

["Isn't this going too far?"]

A reproachful question asking if they had crossed the line.

"I didn't expect the President to call personally."
["You wiped out the Association President who's called the heart of Korea, along with his family and hostile newspapers, and you calmly say such things."]
"So you're upset?"

Park Secretary relayed to the President exactly what he usually heard from Cha Ah-Ram.
To Park Secretary, who dealt with Cha Ah-Ram every day, the President was equivalent to an ant crawling on the ground.

["...It seems you've gotten a big head after finding a good master."]
"The ringleader Association President and his supporting executives, along with the newspapers handling the press, are already gone. What business do you have?"
["....."]

When the President, who had been subtly trying to flaunt his superiority over Park Secretary, fell silent after the direct statement:

"You don't seem to be calling to ask us to resurrect the dead... It looks like you want to place someone of your choosing in the vacant Association President position."
["Ahem... Who do you think I am!"]
"What do you mean, who do you think you are?"

The smile on Park Secretary's face disappeared.

"You're a figurehead. Am I being disrespectful because I'm speaking politely? You think I'm easy to push around?"
["How dare you speak to me, the President, like this...!"]
"This is ridiculous. You think I'm a pushover because I've been quiet? Kids these days throw around 'how dare you' so easily. Are you sure you won't regret what you just said?"

Park Secretary.
Chief of Staff of the Cheonmun Guild.
Before becoming the Chief of Staff, he was the leader of vagrants.
Though his abilities weren't registered with the Association due to his vagrant status, he was rumored to be equal in strength to Kim Se-Bong.
He was personally scouted by Cha Ah-Ram, and a fight broke out during the scouting process.
The first person to fight Cha Ah-Ram and survive unscathed.
The third most powerful person in the Cheonmun Guild and the leader of Dark, composed of unofficial S-rank personnel.
Currently, all his past has been erased due to Cha Ah-Ram's tyranny, and he has emerged into the light, married, and has three children—one son and two daughters.

Only high-ranking officials know this information about Park Secretary, and the President, being one of them, recalled this fact and broke into a cold sweat.

"Answer me."
["...I momentarily lost my senses."]
"Don't make excuses."
["I apologize."]
"Do you think if you apologize informally, I'll say, 'Oh, Mr. President, these things happen. I forgive you'? Can't you do this properly?"

Park Secretary, who was always defeated by Cha Ah-Ram, showed unapproachable charisma to the head of the nation.

["I-I'm sorry."]

When the President finally submitted to Park Secretary, the smile that had disappeared returned to his face.

"So what's your business?"
["....."]
"You called knowing I'd react this way, right? And I have plans of my own. So let's not waste time and just state our business."
["...Who does the Cheonmun Guild plan to place in the Association President position?"]

The President returned to informal speech, but Park Secretary didn't bother to point it out.

"Why should I tell you that?"
["....."]
"Then let me ask differently. Who do you want to put there?"

Park Secretary knew their desires.
The hope shared by everyone in the Blue House, including the President.

'To fix this country that's going astray.'

Park Secretary knew better than anyone that they were civilians without abilities who wanted to return the country to what it was before dungeons appeared.

["...Kim Se-Bong."]

Park Secretary briefly closed his eyes at the name the President mentioned.

["We want to make Hunter Kim Se-Bong the next Association President. Can you do that?"]

Finally opening his eyes again:

"That's not my decision. To Agassi..."
["I know that Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram has given you full authority. Don't you have the ability to place Hunter Kim Se-Bong in the Association President position? I'm asking as a favor."]

Kim Se-Bong...?
Park Secretary had considered it himself.
Especially considering how well he had treated Kim Young-Seok, it might not be a bad choice, but...

'Could you spare the Association President's life?'

Despite knowing they were harmed, asking to spare their enemy—such pathetic sense of justice and indecisiveness.
The moment Park Secretary heard this, he completely erased Kim Se-Bong from his consideration for the Association President position.

'He could actually become a major poison to Cheonmun.'

Even if he became an enemy later, they could suppress him with force as they did in the current incident, but that would earn them the hatred of many civilians who followed Kim Se-Bong.
Civilians hating us?
That's not frightening at all.
But since Park Secretary himself was born and raised in South Korea before dungeons appeared, he didn't want the foundation of the country to collapse.

"Kim Se-Bong is not an option."
["I heard he has a close relationship with the Vice Guild Master's lover. If Hunter Kim Se-Bong becomes Association President, it would surely benefit the Cheonmun Guild. Why are you refusing?"]
"I don't like his ideology."

After harshly criticizing Kim Se-Bong, Park Secretary said:

"We'll decide the Association President ourselves, so you just stay in line. Then at least you won't get hurt."

Click.

Park Secretary hung up after saying his piece.

"Manager Park, we just received a document from France requesting Hunter dispatch for dungeon clearance."
"What rank?"
"They say it's A-rank."
"A-rank? They can't clear a mere A-rank?"
"It was discovered a few days ago, but upon investigation, there are signs of a Wave, so their country's Hunters are refusing to enter."
"So they're asking us? Their citizens are people, and we're expendable, is that it?"
"What should we do?"

Another secretary immediately reported to Park Secretary after he hung up.

"What's the compensation?"
"Five Rare Artifacts and 50 billion won."
"The compensation is terrible. If a Wave is about to break out, there's a possibility it could evolve like the dungeon Agassi and Young Master went to. That means we'd need to dispatch first-class guild members, but it's not worth it. Call them back and tell them we're not a charity organization and to request from the World Hunter Association."
"Yes, I understand."

The secretary who received Park Secretary's order immediately went to his desk and began calling France.

"Manager Park, we've received confirmation that the eight media outlets listed in the report have been completely dealt with."
"What about the other seventeen media outlets?"
"The neutral media outlets are not writing articles about us, only entertainment articles about successful Hunters."
"I don't particularly want to take action against those who've been quiet, but..."

After pondering for a moment, Park Secretary made such a terrifying expression that the secretary flinched.

"Still, we need to show them what kind of guild Cheonmun is, so they won't bark even if something happens later."
"What should we do?"
"Tell them to cut off the fingers of the media representatives' children."
"...Yes."

Park Secretary carefully observed the secretary who hesitated at the order to cut off innocent people's fingers.

"You don't like it?"
"N-no, that's not it!"
"Doesn't seem human, does it?"
"....."

The secretary finally bowed his head at Park Secretary's repeated questioning.

"When you joined the Cheonmun Guild as a secretary, it meant you were willing to handle all the cleanup."
"...Yes."
"We must respond as monsters, not humans."

Their sanctuary.
Park Secretary wouldn't hesitate to cross lines to protect their sanctuary where they could live safely.

"If you don't like it, quit."
"...I'll take care of it right away."
"Good, and..."

Park Secretary looked at Kim Young-Seok's broadcast displayed in the upper left corner of the monitor on his desk.

"Tell the team in charge of Young Master to warn those who write such shitty comments to be prepared."

-Young Master is the light of our guild.

He showed the secretary a screenshot he had taken before the phone call with the President.

"Yes, I understand."
"Now, get back to work."

Park Secretary put his earphones back in and began directly giving instructions to track the movements of the people he had sent out, using the map displayed on the monitor.


* * *


"....."

The next day.
When Cha Ah-Ram, her face gleaming, entered the Vice Guild Master's office, she discovered a corpse lying on the floor.
Park Secretary, who followed behind, quickly apologized to Cha Ah-Ram who silently stared at the corpse of the former Association President.

"I apologize. He resisted fiercely, so we had no choice but to deal with him."
"...Is that so?"

Cha Ah-Ram looked at Park Secretary with eyes that seemed to know everything.
But Park Secretary also maintained his composure, showing unwavering eyes.

"What about our injured people?"
"I didn't raise them to be weak."
"You didn't raise them to be weak, yet you couldn't capture the Association President alive..."

Her eyes asked why he killed him.
But Park Secretary remained silent, offering no answer.

"Well, fine. I should be satisfied now that the annoying old man is gone."
"Thank you."
"I don't need a corpse that can't talk. Have that removed."
"Yes."

Shortly after.

Secretaries entered the Vice Guild Master's office and carried out the corpse lying on the floor.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, Agassi."
"Ahjussi told me yesterday."
"....."
"That I seem to be overworking you. That you might die from overwork if I keep pushing you like this."
"Ah, no, not at all. That's not true."

When Park Secretary, who had maintained an expressionless face, started stammering with shaking eyes:

"I'm not one hundred percent satisfied... but since you've tied up loose ends, take three days off with your family as a reward."
"...What?"
"Provincial ro—"
"Thank you!"

Park Secretary quickly bowed, accepting without refusal as Cha Ah-Ram was about to get annoyed.

"Ah, and before you go on vacation..."

Cha Ah-Ram took out her phone, searched for something, and tossed it to Park Secretary.

"They say this person makes good wedding dresses. Bring them, and find a venue for my wedding with Ahjussi."

Ch.98 - Park Secretary's Scariness. (3)
[Missing Association President. Who Will Fill the 'Vacant' Position?]
[Association executives maintain 'feigned ignorance' attitude.....]

-[Deleted comment]
└This comment was made by my house cat, Cheonmun Guild members.
└[Deleted comment]
└[Deleted comment]
└Were only the comments deleted?
└.....I came back after deleting all my previous comments.
└Long live Cheonmun! Cheonmun is the best!
└As soon as I wake up every day, I bow toward the Cheonmun Guild.

[A corpse hanging on a signboard. A burning sign. What did the rapidly deleted comments contain?]

-Um..... reporter? Do you have spare lives?
└Please tell me how to get extra lives.
└This is the will of the reporter who will pass away shortly.
└[Deleted comment]
└Do you also have more than two lives?
└I respect your guts..... but could you do that in front of that person?
└Who is "that person"?
└Someone with an unspeakable name.

On the second day after arriving in India.
Kim Young-Seok checks the news articles and memes about the Association President and newspapers that have been posted across all media.

".....Haah."

Missing.
That's what they're saying, but anyone who isn't a fool would have noticed that he's already dead.
Especially, while the media is hushing it up, the evidence comes from photos taken by civilians passing by the burned newspaper office.

"Why did you do that....."

He understands what Cha Ah-Ram did.
The Association President and newspapers who started attacking with media based on misunderstandings about Baek Seol-Ah.
Yesterday, when he first learned about it through viewer donations during his broadcast, he was furious.

Baek Seol-Ah was threatened to join the Cheonmun Guild?
Her family was held hostage?

Bullshit.

Baek Seol-Ah went to her family as soon as she arrived in Korea.
And when I turned on my broadcast, was the Baek Seol-Ah watching my stream a fake?
Looking at these nonsensical articles, he had judged the trashy reporters as trash.
But.....

*She went too far.*

What Cha Ah-Ram did now was ignoring rules that were implicitly kept through "common sense" even without laws.
Because of that, all the actions I took in India to restore my image have also vanished like bubbles.

I'm worried.
Who am I worried about?
Isn't it obvious?
I'm worried about Cha Ah-Ram.

Now that I've decided not to live for others anymore.....
Since I've committed to living for Cha Ah-Ram, I'll be on her side no matter what she does, but.....
Looking at the articles and comments, I can tell that Cha Ah-Ram's image has completely crashed, and I'm worried about the stress she'll experience from this.

Ring ring ring.

[010 – 5858 –8282]
[Caller: Love]

While hesitating whether to call Cha Ah-Ram while fiddling with his phone for a while.
Cha Ah-Ram calls first.

"Hello?"

After clearing his throat and answering the phone.

[Ahjussi, are you busy right now?]
"Now? I'm completely free."

After seeing Cha Ah-Ram off early in the morning and finishing the garden work, he has nothing to do except for streaming a bit later.

[Don't you miss me?]
"Of course I miss you."

He answers honestly that he misses her.

[Then would you like to come to the Cheonmun Guild?]
"To the Cheonmun Guild? Wouldn't I be a nuisance if I go there?"

Having felt very uncomfortable with Park Secretary treating me respectfully as "Young Master," I cautiously bring up the topic.

[Who would treat you as a nuisance? Did any guild member say something to you?]
"Ah, no, there's no one like that. I just feel a bit uncomfortable."

When she asks with a voice that sends chills down my spine like pouring ice water, I quickly deny it.

[There shouldn't be any guild members treating you as a nuisance, but if... just if... some bug among the guild members disrespects you, please tell me right away.]
".....I understand."

Even if there were, I wouldn't tell her.
I answer to calm Cha Ah-Ram down.

[So you'll come, right?]

Should I go to the Cheonmun Guild.....?
Park Secretary seems to view me favorably, but other guild members might see me as nothing more than a rolling stone.
A-rank or higher Hunters bowing to a C-rank Hunter.

*Ugh.....*

Just thinking about it sends chills down my spine.

[Ahjussi? Please answer me.]
".....Do I really have to go?"
[Yes, you absolutely must come.]

Sigh.

When she speaks so firmly, I have no choice.
Getting up from lying on the living room floor.

"Alright. I'll go."
[Then I'll send a car, so please wait. Ahjussi, I love you.]
"I love you too."

Click.

As the call ends, Kim Young-Seok gets up and quickly heads to the shower to wash up first.

*I can't be a burden to Cha Ah-Ram.*

With my insignificant abilities, I wash thoroughly and choose one of the suits I've been reluctant to wear because they felt burdensome, to avoid being a burden to Cha Ah-Ram.

Ding!

After naturally brushing my front hair to the right and putting on one of the expensive watches on my wrist, I hear the doorbell.

"Young Master, pleased to meet you for the first time. I am Kim Tae-Geun from the secretarial office."

When I open the front door, a neat-looking man bows and introduces himself.

"Hello. I'm Kim Young-Seok."
"I will escort you safely to the Cheonmun Guild. Now, this way please."

Though not a limousine, an expensive vehicle from the luxury brand R that I know well gleams in the sunlight in front of my house.

Clack.

Kim Tae-Geun rushes to the car first and opens the back door.

"Thank you."
"Not at all."

After I sit in the back, he immediately closes the door and gets into the driver's seat.

Vrooom.

The already-running vehicle smoothly begins moving toward the Cheonmun Guild building.

*He said he's from the secretarial office?*

Since I've only ever seen Park Secretary, I become curious.

"Secretary Kim Tae-Geun."
"If you have any questions, please ask. I will answer immediately."

He looks at Kim Young-Seok in the back through the rearview mirror and answers.

"Um..... what does Ah-Ram do at the guild? Besides dungeon clearing, I mean. Administrative work."
"Ah, Ah-Ram....."

Seemingly shocked by my question, Secretary Kim Tae-Geun is momentarily flustered before regaining his composure.

"The young lady discusses requests from nations, dungeon coordination, and many matters with the World Hunter Association. Also, she always helps guild members improve their abilities for the development of the Cheonmun Guild."

A natural answer.
But.....

Seeing Kim Tae-Geun's eyes watching for my reaction, I almost burst into laughter.

"Do you have any other questions? Please feel free to ask anything."
"What's your annual salary, Secretary Kim Tae-Geun?"

When Kim Tae-Geun tries to change the subject with an anxious look after seeing Kim Young-Seok's smile, I smoothly ask a different question.

"My salary? Well..... since I joined this year, I can't call it an annual salary, but after working in the secretarial office for five months, I've saved exactly about 200 million won."
"......"

Not even a Hunter clearing dungeons, but a secretary who's only been employed for five months has 200 million won.
I felt reality hit when I heard it from Cha Ah-Ram during broadcasts, but hearing it directly from the person makes me start to feel jealous.

*No. Don't be jealous.*

Having already retired as a Hunter, there's no point in being jealous of active ones now.
They must have reasons for earning that much.
Emptying my mind of the jealousy that was forming.

"Do you know why Ah-Ram called me?"

The question I was most curious about.
I ask about the reason why Cha Ah-Ram, who normally wouldn't call me to the guild, suddenly called me.

"Ah, that's for the wedd..... ahem."

He stops mid-sentence, tightly closes his lips, and starts sweating.

*Wedding? Ah.....?*

Though he only mentioned the word "wedding," Kim Young-Seok, who figured out why he was called.

"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

She probably wanted to surprise me and told Secretary Kim Tae-Geun not to say anything.

".....Th-thank you."

The atmosphere suddenly becomes awkward.
Soon, the Cheonmun Guild I saw before starts coming into view.

Swoosh.

The vehicle stops at the Cheonmun Guild building lobby.

Tap tap tap.

"I told them not to do this....."

Countless guild members fill the lobby, too many to count with the eyes.

Clack.

Kim Tae-Geun, who got out of the driver's seat first, opens the door where I'm sitting.

"We sincerely welcome you to the Cheonmun Guild."

The Cheonmun Guild members greet me.

"....."

Kim Young-Seok, experiencing such treatment for the first time, doesn't easily get out of the car, his face red with burden and embarrassment.

"Ahjussi, come out quickly."

As I keep my head down from embarrassment, my love's voice reaches my ears.

".....I told you not to do this."
"Ahjussi, this is your first time at the guild. And I didn't order this."
"But I came once before."
"That time you just visited the café and left. Today, I'll personally guide you through the Cheonmun Guild."

Cha Ah-Ram smiles brightly.

The guild members watching Cha Ah-Ram extend her hand to me turn their heads away.


* * *


Inside the Cheonmun Guild building.

Many guild members express joy at the news that Kim Young-Seok will arrive soon.

"Our guardian deity is finally coming."
"I'm definitely joining Young Master's faction."
"You know, right? No matter what mistakes we make, as long as Young Master is here....."
"We can keep our lives."

The guild members, who had been living in situations where they never knew when their lives might end, noticed that Cha Ah-Ram's mood had changed from a certain day.

The day she started dating a Hunter named Kim Young-Seok.

Cha Ah-Ram might not know, but all guild members designated that day as a day of blessing.
Small mistakes.
Trivial actions.

The guild members who had risked their lives for each of these were deeply moved when Cha Ah-Ram occasionally said, "Good job," and they also knew that the cause was none other than Kim Young-Seok.

*We must absolutely get into Young Master's good graces.*
*We must make them marry by any means necessary so he always comes to Cheonmun.*

He becomes our superior?
And a parachute appointment at that?

*That's great.*
*He absolutely must become my superior.*

Since the Cheonmun Guild members already know what Kim Young-Seok has done.
They've always eagerly waited for him to come to the guild.
And today, the long-awaited day.
Suddenly, they learned that wedding dresses and suits were being brought into the guild in large numbers.

*Marriage is a must.*
*Finally, the end of misfortune. The beginning of happiness.*

The majority? No.
100% of all guild members enthusiastically welcome Kim Young-Seok coming to the guild.

Ch.99 - Preparation (1)
As I entered the lobby holding Cha Ah-Ram's hand, I spotted a familiar café.

"This way," she said.
"....."

With a reddened face from the guild members' stares, Kim Young-Seok followed where Cha Ah-Ram led him.

Whirr.

After riding the escalator to the second floor, a pristine white corridor and offices came into view.

[Dungeon Team] [Distribution Budget Team] [Accounting Team]
[Artifact Storage] [National Affairs Team]

Offices made of transparent glass.

"Where is everyone?"
"You saw them downstairs, didn't you?"
".....Oh."

So all those people I saw in the lobby had come out? The thought made my head spin.

"You did something without being told to. Tsk..... I should punish you for slacking off, but....."

Somehow, Cha Ah-Ram didn't look displeased.

"Well, I'll let it slide this once."
"Uh, yeah."
"Would you like to see the offices?"
"No."

The offices on the second floor were all spacious, matching the building's scale, but they were just large. They resembled the Hunter Association offices I frequently visited, so I wasn't particularly interested.

"Then let's go up to the third floor."

As we went from the second to the third floor, an ornate chandelier hanging from the ceiling caught my eye, along with antique-style furniture and wallpaper creating a classic atmosphere.

".....A restaurant?"
"Not as fancy as a restaurant, just a cafeteria."
"Free?"
"Of course. For Cheonmun, this is the bare minimum."

Cha Ah-Ram spoke confidently.

*What kind of benefits does Cheonmun offer.....*

Salary and Artifacts provided.
Housing and vehicles all covered, and even these amenities are free?

"Well, I suppose you have to earn your keep."

The jealousy I had suppressed began to resurface but quickly vanished at Cha Ah-Ram's chilling smile.

Earn your keep.
So it means working as much as you receive.
You Cheonmun Guild members, seriously.....

Growl.

While I was silently paying my respects to them, my stomach announced its hunger at the delicious smells.

"Didn't you say you had lunch earlier?"

Remembering the text I sent to Cha Ah-Ram during lunchtime.

"I, I did."

I couldn't bring myself to admit I'd skipped eating because it felt lonely, so I made an excuse.

".....You're lying."

Her half-closed eyes accused me of not eating.

"I, I really did eat."

Suddenly finding myself making excuses to Cha Ah-Ram about not eating, I was reminded of my father being nagged by my mother.

*.....Dad, I miss you.*

I suddenly felt a strong longing for my father.

"Ahjussi, I told you to eat your meals properly when I left for work today. Why didn't you eat? I'm really upset!"

Cha Ah-Ram accepted it as fact that I hadn't eaten lunch and continued her barrage of nagging.

".....I'm sorry. I'll eat properly from now on."
"This won't do."

Cha Ah-Ram grabbed my wrist and strode forcefully into the cafeteria.
Elegant tables and chairs.
And food that looked mouth-watering arranged in a buffet style.

"Sit here."

After seating me in a corner, she walked toward the wall where the food was displayed.
Left alone, I sat there blankly until I felt a prickling sensation on the back of my neck and turned around.

"....."

The guild members who had gathered in the lobby were standing at the entrance to the cafeteria, watching me.

Could it be..... they can't eat because of us?
I feel genuinely sorry for unintentionally causing trouble.
But if I suggested to Cha Ah-Ram that we eat in her office, she'd probably throw a fit.

*Sigh.....*

Can't be helped.

"Um..... if you all came to eat, please don't mind us and go ahead."
"Thank you!"

After I embarrassed myself by telling them not to mind us and eat, they responded with voices so loud my eardrums shook, and began entering the cafeteria.

"Hmph."

Cha Ah-Ram approached with a bowl full of food, glared at the guild members selecting their meals, and sat beside me.

"Having to eat with those people is annoying....."
"Ah-Ram, thank you."
"....."

I quickly thanked her and picked up the utensils on the table.

"This looks delicious."
"It's still not as good as what you make, Ahjussi."
"....."

Even at a glance, the quality surpassed anything I could make.
Aren't you praising me too much?

"I'll enjoy this."
"Eat well, and if you're still hungry, I'll get you more."

Cha Ah-Ram rested her elbow on the table, tilted her head, and stared at me.

"Aren't you eating?"
"Just looking at you fills me up."
"Ah-Ram, we're in public....."
"Are you embarrassed of me?"
"No!!! Absolutely not. That's not it....."
"Then what is it?"

I start getting attacked by Cha Ah-Ram again for one slip of the tongue.

*I shouldn't have said anything.*

Regretting it won't help now that the water is spilled.
While I was wondering what to say to Cha Ah-Ram pressing me:

"If you keep looking at me like that, I'll want to kiss you."
"....."

As I threw a light jab, Cha Ah-Ram's cold expression rapidly turned red.

*Did it work?*

Though I said it myself and felt my toes curl with embarrassment, I felt relieved seeing it work on Cha Ah-Ram, and began eating in earnest.

"This is delicious!"
"Well, we hired decent chefs. I'm glad it suits your taste."

Cha Ah-Ram smiled brightly, picked up a fork, and speared a tasty-looking eel tail.

"Ah~"

Chomp.

The moment I accepted it, the eel tail meat danced springily in my mouth, making me happy.

"Try this too."

This time she offered me a raw oyster with chili sauce.
Unlike the golden-brown grilled eel, the oyster burst and melted in my mouth when I bit into it.
The spicy-sweet chili sauce harmonized with the slight fishiness, creating an elegant harmony.

"Oh, not bad?"
"Then try this too."

Delighted by my enjoyment, Cha Ah-Ram now wrapped lettuce around garlic roasted brown and well-cooked octopus tentacles, popping it into my mouth.

Raw garlic is spicy, but roasted garlic has a completely different texture and taste.
Some spiciness remains, but mixed with the charcoal aroma from roasting and the sweet juices from the well-cooked octopus tentacle, it makes you chew automatically.

"Really delicious."
"Don't just eat food, drink this too."

Cha Ah-Ram handed me a glass containing a bright red drink.

Slosh, slosh.

When I held the glass and swirled it slightly, the blood-colored drink moved heavily.

"What is this?"
"That? It's sparkling water made with black raspberry extract."
".....Black raspberry?"

Feeling uneasy at the mention of black raspberries, I quickly examined the dishes I had eaten.

Eel, oysters, garlic, octopus, and black raspberries.
And though I hadn't eaten them yet, her bowl also contained shrimp, steak with sautéed onions.

And there was even preserved red ginseng sitting prominently.

Stamina.

The foods I was eating and about to eat were all known for enhancing male stamina.

"Drink up..... drink it all."

No wonder.....
She had that suggestive smile every time I ate something.
Though I felt like I was being fattened up by Cha Ah-Ram, I considered it karma for last night and reluctantly ate everything she gave me.


* * *


After feeding me until I was about to burst, Cha Ah-Ram finally looked satisfied when I said I couldn't eat anymore, and led me to the floor above.

[Small Conference Room] [Large Conference Room] [Dungeon Strategy Team]
[Control Room] [Emergency Team]

Unlike the second floor, despite the spacious size, there were only five offices.

"This is where we hold meetings about what Cheonmun needs to do, or dispatch personnel when incidents occur."
"Ah....."

The small-medium guilds I had seen before only had an accounting team and a storage room for Artifacts.
It really feels like Cheonmun is the world's most successful guild.

"There's nothing to see here, so let's move on."

Cha Ah-Ram immediately guided me to the fifth floor.

"Young Master, hello. Did you rest well that day?"

[Secretarial Office]

The day we returned from India.
Secretary Park, who had driven us, greeted us respectfully.

"Thank you for that day."
"It was nothing, just doing my job."
"No. You always support Ah-Ram and..... you really work hard."

Knowing Cha Ah-Ram's personality of treating everyone except me like bugs, I could imagine the great hardships he endured working under her.

"Flattering me won't get you anything. Hahaha."

Secretary Park laughed pleasantly.

"You're laughing?"
"......"

At Cha Ah-Ram's cold glare, he quickly closed his mouth.
Watching this in real-time, I felt sorry for him but kept silent, knowing that if I intervened, I'd be scolded even more.

"Is everything ready?"
"It's prepared in the Vice Guild Master's office."
"The locations?"
"We've scouted three places, you can choose from them."
".....Good work."

Secretary Park's expressionless eyes trembled.

"As promised, take three days off and spend time with your family. The rest of you should also take turns going on vacation."

After speaking to Secretary Park, Cha Ah-Ram addressed the other secretaries watching us from their seats.

"Thank you!"

Secretary Park bowed at a 90-degree angle.

"Ahem..... Um, Secretary Park."
"Yes?"
"You have a daughter among your children, right?"
".....Yes?"

After clearing her throat, Cha Ah-Ram stepped onto the escalator going up to the next floor, holding my hand, and spoke quietly.

"She's not as cute as me, but she's pretty cute? Um..... if your daughter needs clothes later, I'll give her some of mine from my family home."
".....Agassi."
"So don't mess around and enjoy your vacation, okay?"
"Thank you!"
".....Whatever."

A smile formed on Cha Ah-Ram's face.

Ch.100 - Preparation (2)
After passing through the secretary's office, I'm greeted by a massive door.

[Vice Guild Master's Office]

Looks like Cha Ah-Ram has this place all to herself.
She smiles at me as I keep looking around.

"What are you doing?"
"Ah, nothing..."

I feel embarrassed, like someone who's visiting Seoul for the first time and can't stop gawking.

"Come on, let's go in."

Cha Ah-Ram links her arm with mine and pushes the door.

The Vice Guild Master's office that opens up is at least twice as large as the office spaces I saw on the way up. The wall by the entrance has antique-looking drawers for storage, and in the center are four sofas with a marble table. A bit further up is a long desk with three monitors and a plush chair.

*Her taste is something else...*

At first glance, it feels like a proper Vice Guild Master's office, but... why are there photos of me stuck to the desk? There's even a large print of my photo on the wallpaper and a drawing of me broadcasting.

"Hurry, come inside."

Thud.

Cha Ah-Ram pulls me in and closes the door behind us.

[How to Captivate Men]
[Don't Worry Even If They're Cold]
[100 Behaviors Men Love]
[How to Escape Unrequited Love]
[.....]
[.....]

As soon as the door closes, the titles of books on the large bookshelf make my head spin.

*So that book was just one of many.*

The shelves are packed exclusively with books about romance.

"This way, please."

Cha Ah-Ram leads me inside and approaches the desk, turning around its corner.

Whooosh.

What was clearly a clean wall splits open, revealing another space.

"We've been waiting."

And people emerge from inside. I can roughly guess what they're planning since I heard about it on the way here, but I pretend not to know as I follow Cha Ah-Ram into the open space.

"Excuse me, Kim Young-Seok."

As soon as I enter, someone approaches and starts measuring my body with a tape measure.

"What is this?"
"Surprised? I invited you to choose what we'll wear for our wedding."
"...You really surprised me."

I already knew, but... dresses and suits fill the secret space. Countless outfits with completely different designs and colors are spread out everywhere.

"It's our one and only wedding, so we should do this much."
"...Did you clean out every dress in Korea?"

The sheer quantity is overwhelming. Surely I don't have to try on all of these? It feels suffocating, but I try to hide my emotions and joke around.

"I brought all the popular dresses from overseas too."
"..."

I want to say this isn't necessary, but seeing Cha Ah-Ram's serious expression, I end up walking into the fire pit.


* * *


After spending the entire day putting on and taking off suits, with hairstyles changing to match each outfit, Kim Young-Seok finally surrenders and lies down on the sofa in the Vice Guild Master's office.

This is exhausting.

Even fighting monsters in dungeons wasn't this tiring. The high-calorie food I ate just a few hours ago feels completely digested already.

Flutter, flutter.

While I'm enjoying sweet rest with my arm covering my eyes, something tickles my face, and I brush it away. Seeing silver hair strands tickling my face, I cover my eyes with my arm again.

"Are you tired?"
"...Very much so."
"You can't even do this much for me?"
"This is going too far."

I tried to wear everything for Cha Ah-Ram's sake, but this is ridiculous. Wearing everything in there? My tone naturally becomes sharp when addressing her.

Drip, drip, drip.

"...Ah, no... Ah-Ram?"

Droplets fall on my arm and the uncovered part of my face. Seeing Cha Ah-Ram crying, I hurriedly sit up from my lying position.

"I, I just wanted our wedding to be perfect because it's with you... hic..."

That's definitely fake crying. It must be a trap to lure me in.
I try to think this way, but my body acts differently from my thoughts, covering her cheek with my palm.

"I'm sorry."

The words come out automatically.

"...You're so mean. I hate you, Ahjussi... sob..."

This is driving me crazy. I'm genuinely flustered by her tears, but the one who really wants to cry is me. However...

"I think I was too insensitive. Stop. Okay? I'll try them on again, so please stop crying."
"Really?"
"Really. Have you ever seen me break a promise?"
"...Yes."
"...Anyway, I'll wear them, so stop crying."

One of the book titles I saw on the bookshelf earlier flashes through my mind.

[Use Tears as a Weapon!]


* * *


It's over. Finally all over!

I arrived at the guild at noon, and it's nearly 1 AM by the time I've finally tried on all the suits.

"Haah..."

I sigh deeply and reach for a cup of coffee, but—

"It's bedtime, why are you drinking coffee? Drink this."
"...Again?"
"You need to take this long-term."

Cha Ah-Ram takes away my coffee cup and hands me a glass of black raspberry wine.

"Are you doing this on purpose?"
"What do you mean?"
"You're protesting because I can't perform!"
"Of course not. I'm happy just being by your side."

Lies. Her eyes are sparkling...
It's human nature to want to sit when standing, lie down when sitting, and sleep when lying down. Given our extreme physical differences, she must be unsatisfied. Yesterday I boasted I'd send her to Hong Kong, but I ended up going there myself. Despite my efforts, I still can't forget Cha Ah-Ram's cold, disappointed look.

"You know eating this stuff won't make things better."

No matter how many stamina-boosting foods I eat until I die, they won't match the Elixir I took before.

"...Then what should we do?"

Cha Ah-Ram's expression darkens dramatically, and she speaks in a gloomy voice.

How am I supposed to answer that...
This makes me look like the bad guy.
I'm doing my best too!
But you're S-rank...
How can I match you?
The Elixir's effect is limited to one bottle. Taking another won't work, so unless I consume something with equivalent effects or receive treatment, I can never beat her.

"Unless I get Baek Seol-Ah to apply Regeneration there...?"

I blurt out my thoughts without filtering them.
Cha Ah-Ram's dark expression suddenly brightens.

"Ah, Ah-Ram? This isn't right. Calm down."
"...You're telling ME to calm down?"

Cha Ah-Ram jumps up from her seat. I quickly embrace her to prevent her from rushing out.

Scrape.

But... I've only embraced her.
My body is being dragged along by her strength.

"Ahjussi, let's get Regeneration there next cooldown."
"Are you crazy? I'd rather not do it at all than ask Seol-Ah to put Regeneration there!"
"What?! Ahjussi! You only think about yourself and not me?! I didn't think you were like this, but aren't you being too selfish? You should consider my feelings too!"

At her outburst, something that might be sweat or tears flows from my eyes.
But Cha Ah-Ram is in a frenzied state and opens the door while still in my embrace.


* * *


"Ahjussi, I'm sorry. Okay? Please stop being angry."

After arriving home, I immediately lie down on the bed and turn away. Cha Ah-Ram, who followed me, cautiously asks.

"I'm never going to the guild again."
"...Ahjussi~ Please forgive me? Please?"
"Hmph."

She keeps making cute expressions asking me to forgive her, but I've developed a fear of the Cheonmun Guild after repeatedly suffering great trauma.

*I'm really not going back.*

It's a den where who knows what might happen next time.

"No!"

I jump up from the bed.

"You sleep here tonight. I'll sleep in the living room."
"...What?"
"We're sleeping separately tonight!"

I leave Cha Ah-Ram on the bed and head to the living room with just one pillow.

"Haah..."

I'm not angry at Cha Ah-Ram.
I just feel pathetic.
It's so sad that I'm not superior to her in anything.

"Young-Seok, did you just get home?"
"Ah! You startled me! Haah... Elder, when did you get home?"
"I came back earlier. What are you doing here?"

Kim Se-Bong questions me as I sit on the living room floor, hugging my pillow tightly.

"...I'm very upset."

I explain everything that happened.

"Hmm... I can see why."

You can see why?
Well, Kim Se-Bong was also S-rank, right?
Suddenly, the Kim Se-Bong I respected looks annoying.

"Then why don't you come somewhere with me?"
"Now?"
"Now."

Kim Se-Bong glances briefly at the bedroom where Cha Ah-Ram is alone, then extends his hand to me.


* * *


Finally, the Vice Guild Master's lover has come to the guild.
This rumor spread like wildfire and even reached the ears of Baek Seol-Ah, who recently joined the guild.

"Tsk..."

It's infuriating. No, beyond infuriating.
I'm angry.
But Baek Seol-Ah had to admit it. Kim Young-Seok shines more when he's with that Cha Ah-Ram woman than when he's with her.

She's given up, but it's still annoying.

[Number: 010-5858-8282]
[Sender: Bitch]

"..."

Baek Seol-Ah, who came to work at the Cheonmun Guild, glares at the upper floor, debating whether to answer, and finally presses the call button.

[Hey.]
"Just tell me what you want."
[Next time your Regeneration cooldown resets, use it on Ahjussi's thing.]
"...?"

What is this woman saying?
Where does she want me to use Regeneration?

[If you make Ahjussi's stamina super strong, I'll give you three Unique items from the storage. Deal?]
"...You're trash."

She knows I love Ahjussi and she makes this kind of call?

[So is that a no?]
"...I'll think about it."

With mixed emotions, Baek Seol-Ah hangs up and lets out a deep sigh.

Ch.101 - Preparation (3)
I followed Kim Se-Bong outside the house.

"Where are you going?"
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been in the bedroom, somehow followed us and asked.
Since my annoyance with her had already faded, but I also didn't know where we were going, I couldn't say anything.

"I'm taking him somewhere to eat something good. Don't you like that?"
"Is it wild ginseng by any chance?"

Ah-Ram's eyes sparkled at the mention of something good.

"I'd say it's even better than that. So I'd like to go just us men. Would you mind lending Young-Seok to me for a bit?"
"Hmm. No."

A brief consideration. Then Ah-Ram's sharp refusal.

"What do you think I'm going to do to your man, you old hag?"
"....."
"You're definitely on my list of people I absolutely can't trust."
"Ah-Ram? What are you suddenly saying?"

In a calm voice.
I quickly tried to stop Ah-Ram, but she linked her arm with mine and pulled me away from Kim Se-Bong.

"It's been fine until now, hasn't it?"

She says she doesn't trust him, but we've spent plenty of time alone together until now.
So why is she suddenly saying she doesn't trust him and refusing?
I couldn't understand and tried to speak, but Ah-Ram's wariness only grew stronger.

"I heard from Park Secretary."
"I knew he would report everything."
"You asked him to spare that trash, didn't you? Aren't you planning to use my man as a hostage to do something because he wouldn't spare them?"
"Yes, I did ask to spare them."

Though I hadn't heard anything, I could somewhat understand their conversation.
The person Ah-Ram called trash was probably the Association President or an executive, or maybe those reporters.

*This went too far.*

Under the pretext of leaving no loose ends, they killed entire families, but in the end, it never surfaced and remained buried.
And Ah-Ram had just told me the truth earlier.
She said she had no choice but to take action because they kept attacking her.
And she gave me one document.

[Plan to Take Baek Seol-Ah's Family Hostage]
[Methods to Kidnap Hunter Kim Young-Seok, Cha Ah-Ram's Lover]
[Using Scavengers to.....]

The Association, established to guide Hunters with abilities on the right path and protect civilians without powers, was implementing such plans.
A heinous plan.
But I wasn't shocked.
Having experienced all sorts of things as a Hunter, I always thought parts of the Association were corrupt.

"But I didn't intervene."
"You didn't intervene, but why did you prepare an escape route?"
"I was just trying to do what I could."

Kim Se-Bong admitted it readily.

"That's your problem, old man."
"......"

Suddenly, Ah-Ram blocked my path and stood in front of Kim Se-Bong.

"How would you take responsibility if my man got hurt because of your pathetic logic?"
".....That's."
"Stop trying to mess around. I know you care about him and want to protect him. But... do you know that what you're doing is even more trashy than me?"
".....What are you saying....."
"Equality."

Ah-Ram snorted and spat out a single word.

"You like my man and that trash Association President equally, don't you? No, not just that. You view all people equally."
"So? What's wrong with that? I see all people the same way and....."
"Ah? So that's why you stood by with your hands tied even when your son was dying?"
"Cha Ah-Ram!!! Don't bring up my son in front of me....."
"You're raising your voice at me? Do you want to die?"

What started as light banter had ignited a fuse.
I knew Ah-Ram was angry because she cared deeply for me, so I was stuck in the middle, wracking my brain for how to stop their fight.

"You're telling me not to bring up your son? You saved civilians instead of your son."
"Wh-what's wrong with that? A Hunter's duty is to kill monsters that threaten humanity and protect civilians. My son was a proper Hunter. My decision was....."
"Right? Ah, really? Then all the more reason I can't entrust my man to you."
"....."
"I'm sick of your bullshit now. Honey."
"Yes?"
"Let's go back inside."

Ah-Ram turned around, forcibly leading me back toward the open front door.

"Let me tell you one last thing... there's no such thing as equality in love. It's about thinking only of that person. Love is the feeling of being willing to become an enemy to everything else for the sake of the one you love. What you have isn't love, it's....."

After entering the doorway, Ah-Ram slightly turned her head toward where Kim Se-Bong was standing.

"Arrogance and greed. The fact that you don't understand that at your age means you're hopeless. So stop approaching us now. Leave this house immediately. Oh, you still owe me that wild ginseng you promised? Let's not see each other again after that."

Ah-Ram closed the door, leaving Kim Se-Bong with an unreadable expression.

"Honey."
".....Yes?"
"Change the password right away."

Ah-Ram, who had taken off her shoes and stepped into the hallway first, said to me and reached out her hand.

"Don't worry about that old man."

Ah-Ram extended her hand to me as I hesitated.
What she had just said flashed through my mind.

"Ah-Ram."
"My arm is getting tired."
"I'm also....."

Taking off my shoes and grasping her outstretched arm.

"Always on your side."

Hunter Kim Se-Bong.
He had been my role model since I started as a Hunter.
I always admired his sense of justice, always standing up for the weak and protecting people.
And until just a few minutes ago, I respected him... but I had made a vow the day I confessed to Ah-Ram.

That I would love Ah-Ram even if it meant turning the whole world against me.

"Hehe, I know."

Drawing closer to her, I gazed into Ah-Ram's deep eyes.

"So... stop pestering me now."
"...I'll look into it more..."
"S-stop..."
"This is something I absolutely can't compromise on, okay?"

Ah-Ram, now in my arms, squirmed.

"Or... would you like to show me your strength right now?"

Ah-Ram challenged me.

*I definitely can't win.*

It's absolutely not because I'm weak.
I remembered watching videos before and seeing questions floating around the internet.
I'm definitely not frail.
In fact, I'm better than other Hunters of the same rank.
Despite that, Ah-Ram's stamina is just monstrous.
I admit it now.
I can never beat her.

"...I'm tired after doing difficult things until just now."
"Then let's just do it for a little..."
"Let's go to sleep quickly."

I forcibly laid Ah-Ram on the bed and patted her shoulder, trying my best to get her to sleep.


* * *


A few days later.

At a department store in Seoul.
Ah-Ram excitedly examined the rings displayed in the showcase.

"Let me see that one."

Once again, Ah-Ram asked the employee for a ring, then tried it on after receiving it.

"How's this one?"
"It's pretty. Suits you well."
"...The same reaction as the last ring. You're the worst, honey."
"...Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Let's look for rings later."
"What do you mean? Rings are so important..."
"I know. That's why let's look later. Okay?"
"....."

Ah-Ram stared at my face for a while, then took off the ring, returned it to the employee, and walked alone toward the exit.

"Sigh..."

I somehow managed to stop her, but she seems really upset.
I followed Ah-Ram as she left the department store.

"Honey, you don't want to get married?"
"That's not it."
"But you've been putting off buying rings for days now."
"That's..."
"Then what is it? Huh?"
"...I'll tell you later. Okay?"

In the end, unable to explain the reason, I could only nervously say I'd tell her later.

"This is annoying."
"I'm sorry."

Ah-Ram grumbled and sat on a bench in the shade.

"When exactly is 'later' for buying the ring?"
"Um... soon?"
"So when is 'soon'? Do you realize you've been saying that for over a week now?"

Ah-Ram looked frustrated as she vented her complaints to me.

"....."

I, who had always been on the receiving end from Ah-Ram, started thinking at some point.
What could I give to Ah-Ram?
I kept pondering and pondering.
And it became clearer bit by bit when we went to India.
When I received the "Iron Wall" ring at the Vishnu workshop.
That's when I realized what I could give to Ah-Ram.

*I'll make a ring.*

I wanted to make a ring myself and give it to her as a gift.
Since returning to Korea, whenever Ah-Ram left the house, I immediately started making a ring while watching videos on Neotube... but I discovered it was much harder than I thought.
I already knew her left ring finger size from always touching it, but the problem was the strength of the materials I was using.

The material in the Neotube video was silver, which bends easily and melts quickly with heat... but the material I was using was Bloodstone from dungeons.

Bloodstone doesn't have combat abilities.
But when blood is applied to Bloodstone, it allows you to feel the other person's heartbeat, and I'm currently working hard in the garden to make it the main material for our wedding rings, but Bloodstone without blood applied is weak, making it difficult.

*But it'll be soon.*

Yesterday I reached the final stage, so I think I can complete it in a few more days.

"Give me just one more week."
"...Hmph."

In the end, Ah-Ram turned her head away sharply.
Taking that as acceptance, I quickly sat beside her and did my best to improve her mood.

Ch.102 - Proposal
Bang, bang, bang.

I continuously hammer the bloodstone with a hammer and anvil I bought from town.

Crack!

The bloodstone, which had been glowing red-hot, gradually changes into a ring shape before finally breaking under the force of the hammer.

"Haaah... please..."

Bloodstone.
It's a mineral that can be mined in dungeons, and due to its high regression rate, it's quite common.
That's why it's cheap and easy to obtain, but...

"If this breaks, that's 200 million gone already."

200 million.
For a low-ranking Cheonmun Guild member, that would be about a year's salary, but for me, it was money earned by grinding dungeons relentlessly.
Kim Young-Seok's eyes grow hollow as he watches that hard-earned money disappear so futilely.

Crack!

"Shit!"

Even Kim Young-Seok, who rarely curses, feels his mental fortitude crumbling as the bloodstone shatters with just one strike of the hammer.

*I should have just bought a ring.*

While Hunter equipment and artifacts are expensive, jewelry itself has actually decreased in price since dungeons appeared.
With the money he'd wasted, he could have bought a ring set with the highest grade diamonds...
He regrets it, but it's too late now.

"My head is already broken!"

If he stops here, it would be like throwing 200 million won on the ground, so he reluctantly continues trying to craft the ring.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

He places the largest bloodstone on the anvil and carefully begins hammering.
With each strike, the bloodstone spreads wider.

"...Huh?"

And then, after many attempts.
It finally takes the elongated shape Kim Young-Seok had been hoping for.

"Stop giving me trouble now."

As the bloodstone, which had been glowing red in the furnace, returns to its original color, he puts it back into the fire to heat it again. Thinking of Cha Ah-Ram's ring finger size, he cuts it with a knife and begins bending it with tongs.

Screech!

"Phew..."

Fortunately, it bends according to the pressure applied and transforms into a ring shape. Kim Young-Seok exhales the breath he'd been holding while making the ring.

"Now..."

A high-difficulty task remains.
As he puts the cut, elongated bloodstone back into the furnace to heat it, he glances at the paper with the design he wants to create.

"Can I make this?"

A sketch of a rose.
The flower Cha Ah-Ram loves most, and the one I've come to love too.

"I have to make it."

It's not a question of whether he can make it.
He must make it.
Knowing that this is the only way to give back to Cha Ah-Ram for all she's given him, Kim Young-Seok steadies his wavering gaze and uses tongs to grip both ends of the heated bloodstone, gradually stretching it out.


* * *


"I did it! I did it!"

After about two weeks of struggle, a pair of rings is the fruit of his labor.

He very carefully bent the metal with tweezers to create a rose shape and embedded the rubies he had purchased in advance.

"There's... a difference between them, but she'll like it, right?"

Only Cha Ah-Ram's ring has the rose design; Kim Young-Seok's ring has no decorations or engravings—just a plain band.
But since they're made of the same bloodstone, they should be able to draw out the desired performance.

"Ahjussi~ I'm home!"

At that moment, Cha Ah-Ram's voice calls from the front of the house.
Quickly hiding the rings he made in his pocket, he casually leaves the backyard.

"Isn't it hard taking care of the garden?"
"It's not hard. Actually, there's a sense of achievement that makes me want to do more."
"Hmm..."

A suspicious expression.
But Cha Ah-Ram dismisses her suspicion, smiles brightly, and runs to hug him.

"I was so tired today."
"But you have Park Secretary."
"Even with Park Secretary, work is still work, you know? And the Blue House keeps causing trouble—I barely restrained myself from flipping everything over because of you."
"You did well."
"If I did well, praise me."
"How?"
"Like this..."

Smooch.

Cha Ah-Ram, with her arms wrapped around his neck, surprises him with a kiss.

"Like this?"

Smooch.

This time, Kim Young-Seok approaches and gives her a kiss.

"No. More intensely."

Chu-up.

"Like this."

Chu-up. Chu-up. Chu-it.

"...Give me more."

White threads connect their lips.
Cha Ah-Ram, her face flushed, begs me for more.

"I'll kiss you more later. Come with me somewhere."

I break away from Cha Ah-Ram's embrace and grab her wrist.

"Where are we going?"
"It's a secret."

Taking out two helmets from the seat of the old motorcycle parked in front of the house, I hand one to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Get on."
"We're going on this? If we need a car, I could call one right away... No! I'll ride this."

Realizing something, Cha Ah-Ram sits on the passenger seat and naturally wraps her arms around Kim Young-Seok's waist.

"This way I can hold you tight."
"Nice, right? Feeling the wind as we ride will be good too. Hold on tight."

Vroom.

Kim Young-Seok starts the motorcycle and begins driving smoothly, keeping the speed limited.
Yellow canola flowers bloom abundantly on both sides of the road, making the journey pleasant.

"How much farther?"
"We're almost there."

Kim Young-Seok answers Cha Ah-Ram's question as he slowly begins climbing up a mountain.

"...Where is this?"

Ignoring Cha Ah-Ram's murmur, he slows down the motorcycle and parks it in a quiet space.

"Hello. Oh! It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"It has been a while. You're still healthy as ever, sir."
"Need to stay healthy for this job. But who's the young lady with you?"

The caretaker asks about Cha Ah-Ram, who's still wearing her helmet.

"She's my future wife."
"Oh! You're getting married? Congratulations!"
"...Wife? Hehe..."

Hearing the conversation, Cha Ah-Ram starts giggling to herself.

"So... you came to pay your respects."
"I haven't visited recently... I'm afraid they'll call me an unfilial son."
"Not at all. As parents, they'd be so proud to see their child grown up so well."
"...Thank you."

Kim Young-Seok, momentarily unable to continue speaking, looks up at the sky with reddened eyes.

"Ahjussi..."

Watching him from the side, Cha Ah-Ram squeezes his hand tightly.

"We'll go up now."
"Please do."

After greeting the caretaker, Kim Young-Seok holds Cha Ah-Ram's hand and slowly begins climbing the mountain.

"..."
"..."

Cha Ah-Ram seems to have realized where they are, as she follows along beside Kim Young-Seok without saying a word during the ascent.

"This is the place I wanted to come to."

Two burial mounds.
[Kim Han-Jin] [Lee Mi-Rye]

"Father, Mother, your unfilial son Young-Seok has come after a long time."
"..."

Kim Young-Seok's emotions, which had barely been contained, begin to waver.
Looking at him with sympathy, Cha Ah-Ram smiles brightly and approaches the two burial mounds.

"Hello, nice to meet you. My name is Cha Ah-Ram, and I'm engaged to your son whom you raised so well."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had never bowed to anyone, bows deeply in front of Kim Young-Seok, causing transparent tears to form in his eyes.

"The reason your son couldn't come here is because he's been living a good life doing kind things. So please don't be too hard on him, okay? You understand? Ahjussi~"

Cha Ah-Ram takes the hand of Kim Young-Seok, who had been looking up at the sky to calm his heavy heart, and pulls him forward.

"Ahjussi, they say they forgive you. So... stop crying now, okay? When you cry, it breaks my heart too."
"...S-sorry."
"If I had known you were bringing me here to introduce me to your parents, I would have dressed up more prettily... That's not fair."

At Cha Ah-Ram's glaring eyes, a smile forms on Kim Young-Seok's tear-streaked face.

"Sorry. I just really wanted to show you to them."
"Me?"
"Yes, the woman I love and my parents' only daughter-in-law. I had to show you to them. Do you... mind?"

Knowing that Cha Ah-Ram hates her own parents, he asks cautiously, but she shakes her head vigorously.

"No, I love it. I finally feel like I've become family with you, Ahjussi."
"...Thank you."
"I'm more grateful, and I love you."
"I think I love you more."
"Don't be ridiculous. I've been in love with you since I saw you on TV when I was young. So my love is bigger!"
"Puhuhuhut."
"Hehehehe."

The two start laughing simultaneously as they argue over who loves whom more.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes."

Kim Young-Seok steps back and takes something out of his pocket, kneeling down.

"I know better than anyone that I'm lacking in many ways. I'm clumsy and secretly stubborn, so you might have a hard time."
"..."

As he opens his palm to reveal the ring he made, Cha Ah-Ram covers her mouth with her hand.

"Right now, broadcasting is where I can make money..."

Kim Young-Seok, momentarily unable to continue, gathers courage to finish what he was saying.

"But I think I can at least support you. If someone like me is okay with you... will you marry me?"
"...Yes!"

Tears flow from Cha Ah-Ram's eyes as she extends the hand that had been covering her mouth. Kim Young-Seok naturally slips the ring with the rose decoration onto her ring finger.

"I'll cherish and love you always."
"Even if I'm reborn, I'll love you again."

Ch.103 - Cumbersome Enemies (1)
After greeting my parents, Cha Ah-Ram and I make our way down the mountain.

"Hehe."

Ever since I put the ring on her finger, she's been beaming with joy, endlessly fiddling with it.

"Did you really make this yourself?"
"Yeah, it was all I could do for you."

I answer shyly to Cha Ah-Ram's question.

"Why do you say that's all you could do for me? Just like this..."

She hugs my arm.

"Just being by my side is enough to make me happy."
"....."
"I never asked for much. But for you to make this ring yourself... thank you so much."
"Ahem... Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"This is made from Bloodstone. If you put my blood on your ring and I put your blood on mine..."
"We'll be able to feel each other's heartbeats, right?"
"...You don't mind?"

Rings made of Bloodstone.
At first, everyone praised them as innovative, but as times changed rapidly and loveless marriages increased, people began to avoid them. The effect of Bloodstone seemed too similar to obsession.

"I love it. Being able to feel your heartbeat... it's like I've completely monopolized your heart, isn't it?"

I relax, having been anxiously watching Cha Ah-Ram's reaction.
Feeling her intense gaze on me, we make our way down to where the motorcycle is parked.

Swish. Swish.

The caretaker who was sweeping notices us.

"Did you pay your respects to your parents?"
"Yes, thanks to you keeping everything so clean, I don't think I got scolded too badly."
"It's my job. By the way..."

The caretaker looks at Cha Ah-Ram's face as she removes her helmet.

"Your wife is very beautiful."

Does he not recognize Cha Ah-Ram?
Well, I suppose that's possible.
Even though dungeons have appeared and Hunters with abilities are everywhere, older people still aren't familiar with the internet.
But they must watch the news...
Cha Ah-Ram appears on the news regularly, so he should recognize her.
Or is he pretending not to know?

"You two make a lovely couple."
"Really? We look good together?"
"Of course. And..."

The caretaker's eyes suddenly gleam.

"How nice to have a companion to go to hell with?"

The caretaker's facial skin begins to melt away, and his slightly hunched back straightens completely.

"Hmm...?"
"...Where is the real caretaker?"

Seeing the true face beneath the melting skin, I ask him with a stern expression.

"The cemetery keeper? Hmm... he left before you did. To hell, that is."
"....."
"But why aren't you surprised, Witch?"
"Isn't it obvious?"

Cha Ah-Ram must have known in advance because she never publicly revealed her clairvoyance ability.

*She could have at least told me privately.*

I feel slightly disappointed, but I stay quiet, thinking she probably had her reasons.

"Did you come alone?"
"No, of course not. I couldn't kill you by myself. Oops!"

The space near the man's face who was speaking casually distorts, but he immediately swings his broom to deflect it and steps back.

"Still cowardly. Still fierce."

The man moistens his lips with his tongue and looks at the composed Cha Ah-Ram.

"So when are your colleagues coming? I'll kill you all at once to save time."

Even though her compression ability—publicly known as her strongest power—was blocked, Cha Ah-Ram calmly asks the man.

"They're on standby, so don't be too impatient."

Rustle. Swish.

As soon as the man finishes speaking, figures begin to emerge one by one from the surrounding dense trees.
Eventually, the man's colleagues fill the clearing.

"Is this enough?"
"Do you think just 300 people is enough?"
"Well, coming from you, that doesn't sound arrogant at all. But you know what? How long do you think your compression ability will work?"
"...What are you talking about?"
"You see, the higher-ups expressed regret about you taking Baek Seol-Ah and killing the Association President."
"Get to the point."
"They've been watching you since you awakened and researched your compression ability extensively. And this is the result."

The man points the broom he's holding at Cha Ah-Ram.

"Your compression ability was blocked by a monster called a Lich, right?"
"....."
"This Artifact contains the exact same ability as the Lich."

Crack!

"See? Your ability doesn't work anymore."

The man boasts after sealing Cha Ah-Ram's compression ability.

"Hey, she's pretty hot. Should we have some fun with her before killing him?"
"It would be a waste to kill her right away. Let's play with her a bit to honor those who died by her hand."

Other people near the man speak to him.

"I'm tempted too, but we might lose that if we're not careful."
"Tsk... what a waste of that face and body."
"Instead, we have Baek Seol-Ah. She betrayed us, so she should pay for her crimes, right?"
"Baek Seol-Ah? Ah, right. We have her."
"I'm going first."

As they casually speak such vulgar words, anger rises within me.

"The more I look, the more bugs seem to crawl out."
"Who are you? Oh, the C-rank trash? I was planning to deal with you too, so this works out well."

Hundreds of people form a circle around Cha Ah-Ram and me, surrounding us.

"Sir. Get behind me..."
"Don't worry about me."

If they're laughing because they sealed her compression ability...
I'm really disappointed.
Cha Ah-Ram still has two abilities unknown to the world.
And... although I'm registered as a non-combat C-rank as the world knows...

"I'll take care of that guy."
"...Are you sure?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes hold many meanings.
She's probably worried because she knows better than anyone that I've never killed a person before.

"What did I tell you?"
"......"
"Even if the whole world turns against you..."

I told her I would be on her side and protect her.
So for the one I love, I won't hesitate to kill.

"Hmph, that look in your eyes is really annoyi—?!"

As the man speaks, he rushes toward me to attack, while the others charge at Cha Ah-Ram to prevent her from interfering.


* * *


Acrid smoke from burning flesh rises endlessly into the sky above the clearing.

"M-monster..."

The man, collapsed on the ground, stares at Cha Ah-Ram who stands without a single scratch.

"Wow, you're quite persistent. You're still breathing?"

I genuinely admire how the man continues to speak despite having half his body severed and his entrails spilled on the ground.

"How... dual ability..."
"How? People don't usually show all their abilities, right? I was saving some for the future. Oh, and I'm not dual."
"...?"
"I'm triple."
"...Damn, have all the fair gods died? Life is so unfair."
"It is unfair. That gods gave abilities to trash like you."
"Fuck... hahaha."

Finding the situation absurd, the man laughs while coughing up blood.

"Both of you... are really... cunning."

He mutters, looking at Kim Young-Seok who also stands without a single scratch.

"Did you think you could beat him? Our sir isn't weak."

As Cha Ah-Ram said, my physical abilities have been maximized compared to before.
With ten Unique Artifacts on my body, plus Elixir and regeneration ability, my body has reached its ultimate potential.

"...Bastards like you... unfair ones... should die... first..."

Thud.

The head of the man who was cursing us until the end while coughing blood falls to the ground.

"Sir, are you okay?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who remained vigilant until the end, starts feeling my body with her hands and asks with a worried tone.

"You saw everything already."
"Still, I'm worried. Raise your arms."

After thoroughly checking that there's not a single wound on my body, she finally sighs with relief.

"Phew... I'm so glad."
"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"...I am hurt."
"...Huh? Where?!"

My heart starts racing frantically as I heard her words, even though I had confirmed that none of the attackers had even gotten close to her. I start frantically feeling her body just as she had done to me.

"Kyaaah! Sir, you pervert!"
"...Hold still."
"T-there...! Mmph!"

She lets out a suggestive moan but I continue searching her body, pretending to be calm.

"Isn't your heart beating too fast?"

Feeling my heartbeat through the Bloodstone ring, Cha Ah-Ram grabs my face and forcibly stops my actions.

"Where are you hurt?"
"Here. Here."

Cha Ah-Ram pouts her lips, emphasizing to me.

"Sigh... I was so worried thinking you were really hurt..."
"For someone worried, your heart was beating awfully fast. Were you perhaps thinking something else?"
"...No. I was just flustered when you said you were hurt..."
"Sure, let's go with that."
"It's not 'going with that,' it's the truth!"
"Yes, yes, I understand. But what should we do?"
"...About what?"

Cha Ah-Ram's expression suddenly turns serious as she points somewhere.

"My motorcycle!"

I run toward where she's pointing.

"Those bastards...!"

The motorcycle I cherished and maintained, planning to ride it until I died, is completely wrecked.
Unable to contain my rising anger, I curse.

"How about getting a safer car instead of a motorcycle this time?"

Cha Ah-Ram approaches and subtly suggests, but I have my principles.

"When driving, you must feel the wind."
"...Stubborn."
"I told you earlier, didn't I? That I'm stubborn. And you accepted it. Are you going to call off the marriage now?"
"....."
"I'm the husband you chose. Take responsibility until the end."

Smooch.

"That's not fair. Then me too!"

Smooch.

Cha Ah-Ram and I embrace each other and kiss endlessly until the Cheonmun Guild members arrive.

Ch.104 - Cumbersome Enemies (2)
Kim Young-Seok's parents' cemetery.
Everyone from the Cheonmun Guild had been mobilized.

As soon as Cha Ah-Ram got out of the car, Park Secretary rushed over.

"Agassi, are you alright?"
"Tsk... Do you think I hired you to suffer this kind of nonsense? You're completely useless."
"I apologize. I will definitely hold someone accountable for this incident."
"You're certainly good with words."
"......"

Park Secretary bowed his head deeply at Cha Ah-Ram's criticism, then sighed as he watched Kim Young-Seok pacing anxiously beside the wrecked motorcycle.

"Huff... I'm fine. More importantly, call a healing guild member right away to examine the Ahjussi."
"Understood. But... Agassi, what's that?"

Park Secretary finally asked about Cha Ah-Ram's behavior as she kept extending her left hand while berating him.
Her cold expression finally softened.

"What do you think of this? Ahjussi made this wedding ring himself."
"The Young Master made it himself? He's quite skilled."
"Skilled? Ahjussi is a god! Anyway, how does it look?"

When Park Secretary responded calmly to Cha Ah-Ram showing off her fingers, her expression quickly soured.

"Is that all?"
"...Pardon?"
"Is that all you have to say?"

Cha Ah-Ram was obsessive about everything related to Kim Young-Seok.
Park Secretary pondered what he'd done wrong, then remembered his own wife and realized his mistake.

"It suits you perfectly, this one-of-a-kind ring. The rose design is beautiful too..."

After he gave a detailed description of the ring, the wrinkles on her forehead finally disappeared.

"But wearing that ring means..."
"Yes, I got a proposal."
"How romantic."
"Yeah, I'm so happy. Actually, when he asked me to marry him at the hospital, I thought that was the proposal, but it wasn't. Hehe."

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram so happy in front of him, Park Secretary felt a strange warmth in his heart.
She had to be stronger than anyone, colder than anyone.
In her position, showing any weakness meant enemies would pile up around her.
She had to be cruel and instill fear to survive in this world.

Cha Ah-Ram had always been surrounded by enemies.
She maintained balance only because of her extraordinary abilities.
But having great wealth, high position, and even being the strongest didn't necessarily mean happiness.
The happiness found in simple things.
That fulfillment was something Park Secretary had also felt when he met his wife.

*She's finally becoming more human.*

Kim Young-Seok had appeared like a comet in the destiny of Cha Ah-Ram, who couldn't show affection to anyone and had to live arrogantly and stubbornly.
Park Secretary felt grateful to Kim Young-Seok for changing Cha Ah-Ram.

"What are you doing?"

Cha Ah-Ram asked with a bewildered expression as she noticed Park Secretary's eyes turning bloodshot.

"......"
"Just do what I told you properly."
"Yes, ma'am."

Park Secretary immediately brought a Hunter with healing abilities to Kim Young-Seok.

"Young Master, are you injured anywhere?"
"Please don't call me Young Master. It makes me uncomfortable."
"That's absolutely impossible. We must address you as Young Master."

It was a title acknowledging him as equal to Cha Ah-Ram's position.
Knowing this, Kim Young-Seok felt awkward and asked not to be called that.

"Sigh... I'm fine. Instead, could you check if Ah-Ram is hurt anywhere? She might be hiding injuries and pretending to be fine."

Cha Ah-Ram worried about Kim Young-Seok.
Kim Young-Seok worried about Cha Ah-Ram.
Park Secretary smiled warmly seeing them both concerned for each other, asking for treatment for the other.

"We've already checked the Agassi's condition. Now we just need to examine you, Young Master."
"That's a relief."

Hearing that Cha Ah-Ram had already been treated, Kim Young-Seok quietly sat down on the ground to receive treatment.
As a precaution, Cheonmun Guild members spread out widely around Kim Young-Seok to provide protection, while Park Secretary and his subordinates began investigating the bodies that had been twisted, torn, and burned by Cha Ah-Ram's Hellfire and Compression abilities.

"Boss, look at this."

A subordinate who called him "Boss" urgently summoned Park Secretary.
Park Secretary approached the body the subordinate had been examining.

"Seems they were so confident about defeating the Agassi that they didn't bother erasing this."

He muttered, seeing an Ω tattoo on the corpse's nape.

"World Hunter Association..."

The Ω tattoo belonged to one of the organizations secretly operated by the World Hunter Association.

Omega.

They were known to absolutely fulfill any request issued by the World Hunter Association.
Only a handful of Hunters knew that they secretly operated to capture wanted criminals or eliminate Hunters who threatened nations.

"So they're hostile to the Agassi now."
"The main reason seems to be that Hunter Baek Seol-Ah transferred to our Cheonmun."
"Those old bastards who want to live forever."

Park Secretary knew that the World Hunter Association treasured Baek Seol-Ah because her Regeneration ability, despite having a one-month cooldown, had performance comparable to the Elixir's cell regeneration. He showed a disgusted expression.

"What will you do? This is a different scale than the Korean Association President we dealt with, but death comes equally to everyone."
"This isn't something to take lightly."

The World Hunter Association.
Every country had its own association, and those associations together formed the World Hunter Association.
Making them an enemy meant becoming hostile to Hunters affiliated with every country, so he considered carefully.

"Hmm..."

Even after thinking for a while, he couldn't come up with a good solution.

"For now, let's take a few bodies with the Omega tattoo and burn the rest."
"Yes, sir."

After giving instructions to his subordinates, he glanced at the lovey-dovey couple.

*They attacked the Agassi and the Young Master...*

With eyes turned cold as ice, Park Secretary ground his teeth for a long time, picturing the World Hunter Association as the target of his anger.

*Looks like I'll have to step in personally.*

Park Secretary, who hadn't shown himself even when killing the Korean Association President, was returning to the battlefield.


* * *


In the Vice Guild Master's office.
Park Secretary stood motionless in front of Cha Ah-Ram.

"Denied."
"Agassi."
"Who's going to do the work if you're gone?"
"Isn't that why you hired secretaries?"
"Are you joking with me? You want to entrust Cheonmun's affairs to those pieces of trash?"
"They're quite capable too."
"Oh my, you've grown bold? Talking back to me?"

In the past, she would have immediately used her Compression ability on him, but the changed Cha Ah-Ram just glared at Park Secretary.

"Anyway, no means no. You just go and do your work..."
"Agassi."

For the first time, Park Secretary interrupted Cha Ah-Ram.
He immediately knelt down and said:

"It was you who gave me an opportunity. When I joined the Cheonmun Guild, I met my beloved wife and daughter, and you even took in all my subordinates who had nowhere to go. I'm truly grateful."
"Why are you acting like this? I was just trying to salvage one more useful piece of trash..."
"I know very well that you opposed the Guild Masters who were against letting us vagrants into Cheonmun."
"...So what? Are you saying you want to go back to being a vagrant?"

Park Secretary looked straight into Cha Ah-Ram's blazing eyes.
Without a hint of wavering, he took her angry gaze head-on and slowly but clearly expressed his intentions.

"That's not it. I'm just asking for a month's vacation."
"I said no. Stop arguing and do your job. This isn't something you can handle. I'll resolve it, so you just manage Cheonmun well."
"...Have you forgotten?"
"What?"
"That I'm the first and last person to ever wound you."
"..."

Exactly one year ago.
As soon as Cha Ah-Ram awakened her abilities, she traveled everywhere looking for talent to build her own independent network away from the shadow of her hated parents at the Cheonmun Guild.
That's when the vagrants appeared before Cha Ah-Ram.

*"You're not bad. I'll give you everything you want if you become my secretary."*

She had intended to kill them in their shabby, smelly state, but the fight ended with her unable to kill a single man.
Back then, Cha Ah-Ram lacked combat experience, but even with her Compression ability and her hidden Clairvoyance and Hellfire abilities all deployed, she couldn't kill him.

*"Anything I want?"
"Do you have something you want?"
"I do."
"Then speak. I can give you anything."
"...Can you bring us vagrants into the light?"
"The light? That's simple. Hmm... but it seems too little for the only trash who's ever wounded me. Alright. Don't be a secretary, be the chief secretary. No, there's already a chief secretary, so be a secretary for now. When the chief secretary dies, then you'll be the chief secretary. And take as much money as you want from what Cheonmun Guild manages."
"...I swear lifelong loyalty."
"Don't be so dramatic."*

The day Cha Ah-Ram and Park Secretary met.
That day, there was an incident where half of the Blue House was blown away.
Rumors were rampant that she had threatened the President and even grabbed the neck of the former Association President who had been dispatched to save the President, all for the sake of the vagrants.

*That must be true.*

Cha Ah-Ram was more impulsive than anyone, believing in her abilities despite her cold demeanor.
He had watched her closely for about a year.
At first, working as her secretary was extremely difficult.
Cha Ah-Ram was pricklier than expected and wouldn't let anyone get close.

After becoming Chief Secretary, he officially established Dark with the subordinates he had brought, taking charge of Cheonmun's cleanup work.

*"You think I made you Chief Secretary for that kind of work? Just do your job."*

Their roots were in the shadows.
She frowned at the vagrant behaviors that came naturally to them and ordered them to live like proper people.

Our benefactor.
Our hope.
Our light.

To others, she might appear as the grim reaper bringing death, but to him and his subordinates, Cha Ah-Ram was their dream.

And now she was being threatened by the world.

"I may not have been able to defeat you, Agassi, but I am strong. My subordinates are strong too. Wasn't it you who raised us? Now I want to repay that debt."
"I said I don't need it!"

Cha Ah-Ram threw one of the three monitors on her desk at Park Secretary.

"Are my words falling on deaf ears? If you're gone for a month, that's less time I can spend with Ahjussi!"
"I'll make sure the remaining secretaries take over properly."
"I said no! How can I trust those things to handle..."
"You trusted me, a vagrant. Why did you trust me?"
"..."

Park Secretary pointed out Cha Ah-Ram's double standard.
After glaring at Park Secretary for a while, Cha Ah-Ram finally spoke.

"Because you looked desperate."
"..."
"Desperate people will do anything. That's why I trust you."
"..."
"Anyway, it's not happening. You? Don't go anywhere except the Cheonmun Guild and home. That's an order. Understand?"
"..."
"Answer me!"

Cha Ah-Ram burst out in angry voice.

"...Yes, I understand."

Finally, Park Secretary bowed his head and answered.

Ch.105 - Cumbersome Enemies (3)
Cha Ah-Ram headed to the Cheonmun Guild to resolve the current situation while I was escorted home by guild members.

"Um, excuse me."
"Please tell us whatever you need!"
"..."

When I asked the guild members who filled the hallway from the front door to just before the living room, the one at the front bowed deeply with a loud voice.
Seeing this, I hung my head.
I felt embarrassed by the sight of guards not only inside but also surrounding the house.

*This is ridiculous. We're not some gangster organization.*

Of course, I understand.
Enemies who attacked despite the presence of Cha Ah-Ram, known as the pinnacle of Hunters.
They'd naturally be worried about leaving me alone.
But this is way too excessive.

"Are..."
"Yes!"
"Did everyone come?"
"Yes! That's correct!"

My head started to ache at the answer that all guild members had come.

"Couldn't you all go about your business? This is too much."
"We apologize for the inconvenience! But we cannot leave Young Master alone."
"We're sorry, Young Master!"

Let me correct myself.
This isn't a gangster organization.
This is literally like a royal court from ancient times.

"It's not that I'm uncomfortable, but there are just too many of you..."
"Young Master, you were attacked even with Agassi present. Moreover, Agassi isn't by your side now. You could be in danger if we aren't here. Please withdraw that suggestion. We'll be as quiet as your shadow."

I'm asking you to leave precisely because you're nowhere near shadow-level. The interior view where all the furniture is completely hidden by guild members.

"Sigh... fine."
"Thank you for understanding."
"Well, I guess Ah-Ram was worried and assigned all this security."
"Pardon?"

The guild member I was talking to tilted his head and said:

"That's not it. We volunteered to guard you entirely on our own."
"Pardon?"

This time I was the one questioning the guild member.

"Ah-Ram didn't order this?"
"Of course not. Young Master, you are the Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun."
"But I haven't officially become Vice Guild Master yet?"
"What do you mean? Agassi already promoted you to Vice Guild Master this morning."
"What?"

What's this feeling of things happening without my knowledge?

"And... we sincerely want to protect you."

They want to protect me when I haven't done anything?

"I appreciate that sentiment."

Finally expressing my gratitude, I tried to enter the bedroom, but guild members followed me into the living room.

"Um, I'm going to sleep."
"We'll keep you safe, so please rest assured."
"It's not like I have trouble sleeping..."
"Just treat us as invisible."
"Well... I never said I couldn't sleep... Never mind. Thank you."

Resigned, I just lay down on the bed and pulled the covers over my head, forcing myself to try to sleep.


* * *


"Secretary Park!"

Cha Ah-Ram arrived at the secretary's office directly below the Vice Guild Master's office and shouted as she opened the door.

"Yes, Agassi."
"...You, don't go anywhere."
"I will follow your orders."

As Secretary Park stood up and responded calmly, Cha Ah-Ram glared at him.

"But there aren't many secretaries here? Where did they all go? Did they already leave work in this situation? Have they lost their minds?"
"They volunteered to protect Young Master."
"Oh? Is that so? Well, I guess that can't be helped."

Secretary Park smiled slightly at Cha Ah-Ram's quick change of attitude.

"You're smiling? You've grown quite bold."
"Ah, no, that's not it."

Though he quickly composed himself, Secretary Park had already been caught smiling. As Cha Ah-Ram approached, he anxiously watched her actions.

"Hmm... where did you get that photo?"

Cha Ah-Ram sat in Secretary Park's chair and pointed at the monitor's background.

"I captured it from your broadcast."
"I don't even have that image... Send it to my phone right away."
"Yes, understood. But... what brings you to the secretary's office?"

Secretary Park, who directly reported to Cha Ah-Ram as the head secretary, asked since her visits to the office were extremely rare.

"Just came for multiple reasons."

Cha Ah-Ram answered halfheartedly while unable to take her eyes off the background image of Kim Young-Seok broadcasting.

"Those snakes prepared a lot this time."
"You mean the ability-sealing equipment? It's currently being examined at the research lab."
"Even I would have been in danger if not for my triple ability."
"That was truly fortunate."

Questions and answers. The conversation seemed to connect but was somehow misaligned.

"Going there means certain death."
"Where are you talking about going? I will follow your orders."
"Omega isn't the only one."
"I'm well aware that Alpha and Beta organizations exist too."
"Still, I know you're the most competent worker in Cheonmun. You can't deny that."
"Thank you for the compliment."
"It's not a compliment."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been staring at the monitor, finally turned to glare at Secretary Park.

"Without you, work piles up like a mountain."
"..."

Secretary Park remained silent, glimpsing Cha Ah-Ram's true feelings for the first time. After looking at the silent Secretary Park, Cha Ah-Ram stood up and headed toward the door she had entered through.

"This is genuine advice. Don't go anywhere except home and the guild."
"...Yes."

As Cha Ah-Ram left the secretary's office and closed the door, everyone except Secretary Park relaxed.

"I can't believe Agassi came to the secretary's office."
"She's really changed from before."
"Someone definitely died whenever she visited before..."
"This must be Young Master's influence."
"With so many people already assigned elsewhere, if you don't want to work overtime, stop slacking and get to work."

When the secretaries started chatting, Secretary Park sternly told them to get back to work and sat down.

*"Without me, work piles up like a mountain..."*

He savored Cha Ah-Ram's words in his heart as time passed.


Ding-a-ling!

[I'm leaving work, so stop working and go home too.]

Reading the text from Cha Ah-Ram, Secretary Park's eyes turned cold.

"...I'll be leaving now."

He quietly stood up, encouraged the secretaries who would be working overtime, and left the office, heading toward the underground parking lot.


* * *


In the underground parking lot, a black van was parked.
About ten people were busily loading something into the van.

"...Boss. Agassi has arrived home."
"Good job. What about the private jet?"
"I've sent word to prepare it."
"...Good job."

Swish.

Secretary Park, who had been twirling a dagger with his fingers, put it into the sheath attached to his ankle, thigh, and waist, then slung a 2-meter-long dark sword onto his back.

"It's still not too late. Following Agassi's orders and not going would be..."
"Blood for blood. If I don't step up, Agassi's face will be disgraced."
"What does face matter? Even if her reputation is damaged, Agassi is still the strongest in the world... Gack!"

Secretary Park grabbed the throat of his subordinate who was speaking and lifted him into the air.

"What does face matter? Is Agassi's reputation that trivial to you?"

Secretary Park's previously calm expression distorted as he shouted.

"Gack... huff, huff..."

After releasing his grip, the subordinate fell to the ground gasping for breath, but Secretary Park didn't even look at him as he armed himself with necessary Artifacts.

"No matter how strong you are, Boss, if you really go, you might die."

Secretary Park's ability wasn't widely known, but a select few were aware of it.

Severance.

His ability to cut through anything had allowed him to match the early Cha Ah-Ram.

"...If I die, take care of Seo-A and Ha-Yun."
"Boss!"

When he asked his subordinate to look after his wife and daughter, the subordinate immediately knelt down and called out, but...

Vroom.

Secretary Park started the engine after sitting in the driver's seat.

"Seok-Ha."
"...Yes, Boss."
"Keep Agassi from finding out about this until tomorrow morning. Can you do that?"
"...I..."
"Can you do it?"
"Yes, I can."

After telling his subordinate Seok-Ha to buy him time, the black van left the parking lot.


* * *


"...Honey~ Honey, I'm home from work."
"...Mmm? You're back?"

Cha Ah-Ram woke up Kim Young-Seok, who had been trying to sleep under the covers. Half-asleep, he got up and hugged the returning Cha Ah-Ram.

"Was today difficult?"
"No, not at all."

He stroked her back comfortingly.

"What about the guild members?"
"Now that I'm here, they're just extra. I sent them all back to the guild to work."
"Good job. Oh, and I heard earlier..."
"What?"
"Am I the Cheonmun Vice Guild Master?"
"No."
"Right? I must have misheard?"
"You're not the Vice Guild Master because I'm going to make you Guild Master."
"...Huh? G-Guild Master? Aren't your mother and father the Guild Masters?"

I thought they were still in good health?
Could it be...?

"Don't make that face. Someone might think you're really unfilial."
"Then?"
"I told them everything, and they agreed to hand it over. They said they want to travel and rest comfortably now."

Cha Ah-Ram shrugged as she answered.

"...Can't I refuse being Guild Master?"
"Absolutely not."

The Guild Master of the world-commanding Cheonmun Guild being a C-rank Hunter?
It sounds so unrealistic that people might mistake it for an implausible novel.

"I don't know anything about the job..."
"Don't worry, Secretary Park will handle it."

That Secretary Park again.
I'm worried he's being relied on too much, as if he's some master key.

"What if he collapses from overwork?"
"Who? Secretary Park?"

She snickered at the mention of collapsing.

"Instead of worrying about Secretary Park, you should worry about your own stamina."
"...Huh? Suddenly my stamina... W-why are you taking off your clothes?!"
"Why do you think? I'm testing your stamina."
"I haven't showered yet... mmph."

She laid her body on top of Kim Young-Seok.

Ch.106 - Declaration Of War (1)
The next morning.
Kim Young-Seok woke up and opened his eyes, looking to his side, but Cha Ah-Ram wasn't there beside him.

*Where did she go?*

Since Cha Ah-Ram had never woken up before him, he was stretching and about to get up when—

Flutter.

A white piece of paper fell to the floor.

[Ahjussi, something urgent came up so I'm heading to work early. Please make sure to eat breakfast when you wake up. From your loving Ah-Ram.]

She must be very busy because of the people who attacked us yesterday.
Understanding this, he went to the living room and made a simple breakfast of cereal and fried eggs.

Ring ring.

After finishing his simple breakfast and washing the dishes, Kim Young-Seok called Cha Ah-Ram.

[...Connecting you to voicemail.]

Beep.

"Ah-Ram, are you very busy? I had breakfast, so don't worry. Fighting for today too!"

He left a voicemail for Cha Ah-Ram who didn't answer the phone.

* * *

*Even after all I told him...*

After placing a light kiss on the sleeping Kim Young-Seok's forehead, Cha Ah-Ram carefully slipped out of the house and spoke to the guild members who had arrived.

"Guard him like he's your own life."
"Yes, understood."

Half of the guild members went inside while the other half began to guard the perimeter of the house like a fortress.
Despite this arrangement, she wasn't completely at ease, but unless someone was suicidal, no Hunter would pick a fight with Cheonmun Guild members who were ranked 1st class.

"Let's go."

Cha Ah-Ram got into the back of the waiting car and as she spoke, they smoothly drove away from the house.

"What's his current location?"
"...He's already crossed into Europe, ma'am."
"Sigh... At that speed, he must be using a private jet?"
"Yes."
"Who authorized the private jet takeoff?!"

Grabbing the back of her neck in frustration upon hearing he'd already reached Europe, she shouted. The secretary at the wheel glanced nervously at her and said:

"It was... Manager Park."
"..."
"The only people who can authorize the jet are the Guild Master, you, and Manager Park."

Cha Ah-Ram realized she had given Park Secretary all authority and sighed.

"Europe, huh... With Park Secretary's personality, he'd head to France, right?"
"Since Omega's headquarters is in France, yes."
"What about the artifacts that were taken?"

When she asked about the artifacts, the secretary's eyes darted nervously.

"Tell me now."
"...A total of 22 pieces."
"22? He took quite a lot. How many Unique ones among them?"
"Well..."
"Hey, didn't Park Secretary train you?! Who told you to stutter in front of me? Should I kill you right here first?"

As the agitated Cha Ah-Ram shouted, the secretary squeezed his eyes shut and answered.

"15 Unique pieces and the remaining 7 are Rare."
"15 pieces? He took quite a lot."
"...I apologize for not managing the artifacts properly..."
"No, this is good."

Cha Ah-Ram, whose anger had subsided, leaned her face against the car window and muttered quietly.

"...At least with 15 Unique artifacts, he can stay alive until I catch up to him."
"..."

The secretary, seeing this side of Cha Ah-Ram for the first time, stared blankly at the rearview mirror, causing the car to drift slightly.

"Hey, can't you drive properly? You stutter and can't drive—what exactly are you good at?"
"I'm sorry."
"Ah, 'I'm sorry.' That seems to be the only thing you're good at saying? I must be legendary for paying to employ someone who only knows how to say 'I'm sorry.'"
"...I won't make any more mistakes."
"You'll just rephrase that when I say something else, won't you?"
"No, I won't!"
"Seems like you were hired as a secretary for your way with words?"
"..."
"Whatever, just drive properly."

Losing interest in the secretary, she thought about Park Secretary who had left the country without her knowledge.
Park Secretary was different from the others, a bit peculiar.
Despite being a former vagrant, hadn't he erased his entire past to become a new person?
Yet he always maintained a humble attitude and showed loyalty to her.

This might seem strange, but Park Secretary was one of the few "humans" acknowledged by Cha Ah-Ram.
Not a bug or vermin as she habitually called others, but a real human.
Despite going through numerous chief secretaries, Cha Ah-Ram only threatened Park Secretary when he made mistakes but never actually intended to kill him.

*Because he truly understands me.*

Park Secretary was fundamentally different from Kim Young-Seok.
When she was with Kim Young-Seok, the world seemed to change, her heart fluttered, and everything felt happy.
She wanted to be with him, see him, hold him, and spend her life with him. But with Park Secretary, she felt comfortable.
Comfortable like a long-time comrade she could trust with her back, which is why she didn't hesitate to delegate her authority to him.

*I thought his personality had died when he got a wife and daughter... I was mistaken.*

Park Secretary would risk his life to protect what was hers.
Even when they first met, he could have escaped alone, but didn't he block all of Cha Ah-Ram's attacks to save all his subordinates?
And from the day he swore loyalty and became her secretary, he didn't hesitate to take action against anyone who slandered her or undermined her authority.

*"Are you going to keep living like this?"
"Pardon? I don't understand what you mean."
"You keep cleaning up messes. We have people specifically for that. And didn't you want to come into the light? But your actions keep showing nostalgia for the shadows."
"I just want to protect you, ma'am. Please consider it my commitment."
"..."*

A peculiar one.
He chose to come into the light for his family and subordinates, but because of his oath of loyalty, he returned to the shadows he so despised to work for Cha Ah-Ram.

"Haah..."

As the car arrived at the Cheonmun Guild, one of Park Secretary's direct team members from "Dark," who had been waiting in the lobby, opened the door.

"Ugh!"
"You should have stopped him properly! What were you doing?!"

As soon as she got out of the car, Cha Ah-Ram kicked the man who opened the door in the stomach.

"I apologize. But big brother did it for you..."
"For me? Do you think I need anyone's help? How many times have I told you to just stay by my side quietly and handle minor tasks? I heard you all helped Park Secretary leave the country."
"..."
"Didn't Park Secretary risk his life to save you all? And you send your boss, who's like family, to hell? Are you that disloyal..."
"Ma'am, big brother wouldn't have wanted us to stop him."
"..."

"Dark"—those who came into the light with Park Secretary, the former vagrant.
They always believed they were connected by something stronger than blood, though they were not blood-related.

"Anyway, be prepared if Park Secretary dies. What are you doing? Mobilize all informants right now and find out Park Secretary's route!"
"Yes, ma'am!"

* * *

In the strategic conference room at the Cheonmun Guild.
Many people were looking at a map of Europe, deep in thought.

"Around here?"

The Dark members, who had gathered information from all informants in Europe to predict Park Secretary's route, brightened their eyes and pointed to a specific location.

"Isn't that Alpha's headquarters? Big brother is heading to Omega's headquarters now, isn't he?"
"Do you think big brother would lose to Omega?"
"...No."

Acknowledging that he was stronger than anyone else, they nodded.

"So the next target is Alpha? But isn't Beta's headquarters closer to Omega than Alpha's? Look here."

Pointing at Spain:

"Would he go to Finland instead of Spain?"
"But I think big brother, knowing that ma'am would follow, would go to destroy Alpha."
"I think he'd go to Spain to kill as many enemies as possible before getting caught."

Omega's headquarters - France.
Alpha's headquarters - Finland.
Beta's headquarters - Spain.

As they circled the countries where the World Hunter Association's secret organizations operated and argued among themselves, a guild member recruited as a strategic analyst who had been quiet spoke up.

"I think differently."
"Huh? Differently?"
"Yes, completely differently. From the beginning, Omega, Alpha, and Beta would be secondary priorities in Manager Park's mind."
"...What?"
"The person who commissioned the attack on ma'am. The Park Secretary I know would... probably go after the mastermind first. Here."

Iceland.

An island nation.
And where the World Hunter Association is located.
Pointing at it:

"This is just my guess, but... he probably started moving to kill the Association President or executives first."
"...Then, what about the informant's report that he's in France?"
"Probably a decoy."

Thinking of Park Secretary, who had always been a figure of terror to his enemies not only for his strength but also for his brilliant mind, the analyst explained the tactics he used to employ.

"He would have also taken advantage of the fact that we can't easily approach Iceland like we can France, Finland, or Spain."

As the location of the World Hunter Association, entry is strictly restricted for Hunters registered in other countries.
Even to enter, regular Hunters need to undergo months of screening, or only guild leaders or heads of state like presidents or prime ministers can enter.

"Breaking news! Money was withdrawn from the Swiss account under Manager Park's name, and we tracked it—a payment was made in Norway!"

Norway.

Knowing that civilians can't fly directly to Iceland, and those trying to sneak in often go by boat from Norway, the team became convinced the analyst was right.

"Tell ma'am immediately."
"Breaking news! The World Hunter Association has declared war on our guild. They say they'll isolate us unless ma'am surrenders..."

* * *

"You were the one who said we shouldn't see each other again?"
"But I still owe you a debt, don't I?"
"...A debt. Fine, what kind of help do you need?"

Recalling their agreement to never meet again, Kim Se-Bong asked Cha Ah-Ram.

"Want to be the Association President?"
"A-Association President? If you mean the Korean Association President, I've already given up..."
"No."

Knowing that the President had previously proposed to Park Secretary to make Kim Se-Bong the Association President but was refused, Cha Ah-Ram shook her head.

"That position is already reserved. I want you to be the World Hunter Association President."
"W-what did you say?"

Shocked at being asked to become the World Hunter Association President, Kim Se-Bong stood up abruptly.

"What exactly do you mean by..."
"Ma'am!"

At that moment, the door to the Vice Guild Master's office opened and a secretary entered.

"The World Hunter Association has declared war on us. They say if you don't surrender, they'll isolate Korea and mobilize Hunters from all countries to eliminate us."
"Well, it's come to this. So this time, don't stay neutral—make a clear choice. Join our side and I'll make you the World Hunter Association President."
"...And if I refuse?"
"If you refuse..."

Cha Ah-Ram closed her eyes briefly, then opened them.

"There won't be an old man in this room anymore."

Ch.107 - Declaration Of War (2)
Swoosh───

A small boat slows down as it approaches the harbor in Iceland. A massive spotlight from a nearby lighthouse illuminates the approaching vessel, and Hunters on patrol in the area rush toward it.

"Who authorized entry at this hour?"

One of the Hunters aboard the docked boat steps forward as their representative, pointing his sword at the captain who piloted the vessel.

"W-well, you see..."

The captain stammers with a pale face, repeatedly glancing toward the ceiling.

"What's up there...?"

Thunk.

A masked figure clinging to the captain's cabin ceiling draws a dagger from their waist the moment the Hunter looks up, plunging it from the Hunter's forehead down to his neck.

"...E-enemy attack!"

As the dagger-impaled man collapses to the floor as a corpse, the cabin falls momentarily silent. Soon, the other Hunters regain their senses and begin using their Abilities against the masked assailant.

Slash───

In the cramped captain's cabin, the Hunters who gathered to attack the masked figure perish, cleanly bisected.

"Uh, um... s-so... p-please..."

The captain, left alone, backs away in extreme terror.

Thunk.

The masked figure pulls the dagger from the first corpse and silences the fleeing captain by throwing it into his forehead.

"About 300 S-rank Hunters..."

The masked figure—no, Park Secretary who had illegally entered Iceland—mutters while retrieving the dagger from the captain's forehead and shaking off the blood. When leaving Korea, he had initially planned to eliminate all the Omega operatives in France first, but he changed his mind.

*Killing these small fry just means more will appear.*

Like a lizard's tail that regenerates after being cut off, even if he destroyed the Omega, Alpha, and Beta organizations, other groups would eventually replace them. So Park Secretary changed his approach to revenge.
The true culprits behind this incident:

The executives and President of the World Hunter Association.

*...They wanted to live longer, didn't they?*

Those greedy bastards who wanted to extend their lives—not immortality, but a long life—by keeping Baek Seol-Ah by their side.

"I'm going to be late."

Speaking words his sleeping wife and daughter couldn't hear.

"And Agassi..."

Thinking of Cha Ah-Ram, who would be crossing over to Europe to find him by now.

"...I'll be working overtime."

His bloodshot eyes disappear into the thick darkness settling over the quiet beach.

* * *

Austurland, Iceland.

Upon arriving in this village with more land than people, Park Secretary notices Hunters who have detected his presence and are surrounding him.

With steely resolve, each time his bloodshot eyes vanish into the darkness, the lives of the encircling Hunters disappear one by one.

The seemingly endless number of Hunters, no matter how many he kills. After a moment's consideration, Park Secretary puts away the pair of daggers he was holding and draws a sword from the dark scabbard on his back.

"...It's been a while."

Woong───

His weapon, unused since his fight with Cha Ah-Ram.

Long ago, when the country of Japan still existed, there was a prolonged war.

The Japanese Invasion of Korea (1592).
At that time, our country used outdated weapons like bows and curved swords, while Japan pushed forward with new weapons called matchlock guns. The situation became so dire that the king had to flee the capital as enemies advanced to the royal palace. During this period, a hero emerged.

Though few remember this hero now due to Dungeons and Hunters, all the battles he fought were nonetheless magnificent. And this hero—Yi Sun-sin, the hero of Joseon—had weapons he used. But due to numerous lootings, most of his weapons disappeared, leaving only two command swords and two noble swords.

*I was lucky.*

Shing.

The curved sword drawn from its scabbard.

"Three feet of steel sworn to heaven, mountains and rivers tremble, one sweep clears all, blood dyes the landscape."

An inscription gleaming in the moonlight.

Whenever Park Secretary saw these words, he felt solemn, as if feeling the hero's blood spilled to protect his country.

*With three feet of steel I swear, mountains and rivers tremble...*

The Hunters tighten their encirclement, weapons aimed at him.

"Illegal entrant, stop all actions and surrender! Otherwise, we won't spare your—"

Slice.

The speaking Hunter's head is cleanly severed, falling to the ground.

"One sweep clears all..."

Park Secretary mutters quietly as he vanishes into the darkness, throwing the encircling Hunters into confusion.

"Everyone, stay where you are! Even if you can't see him, if we stick together, we can safely capture—gack!"

The Hunter giving orders cries out. In an instant, the sword pierces through his back and into his heart. Looking at the inscription on the blade that impaled him, the Hunter closes his eyes as the painfully cold moonlight fades.

"J-Jason! Aaaah!"

The Hunter directly behind him screams when Jason dies, rushing toward Park Secretary as he pulls the sword from the body, but invisible sword strikes sever both arms, sending them flying.

"...Blood dyes the landscape."

Two swords created to protect a nation became instruments of bloodshed in the hero's hands.

*...I was lucky.*

Two swords thought to have disappeared.

No one knew the whereabouts of the Twin Dragon Swords, and Park Secretary himself had no interest until he visited the fallen nation of Japan. Though the country had collapsed, a very small number of people were still surviving, avoiding monsters' eyes. Park Secretary, leading vagabonds, once visited to check if they could settle there.

And in a crumbling house where he spent a night, Park Secretary discovered the two swords.

*Not two, but originally one...*

Though called Twin Dragon Swords because there were two, in fact, the two swords could be combined into the single sword Park Secretary now holds.

"Y-you're making a huge mistake! Do you know where you are, attacking us without—"
"Shut up."

The blade of the combined Twin Dragon Sword pierces the Hunter's throat, making him tremble before going limp.

Splash───

The corpse collapses to the ground as Park Secretary pulls out the sword.

"Since when did the World Hunter Association only talk in mumbles?"
"..."
"And wasn't it you who made the big mistake first?"

Smiling as he looks at a world turned crimson from the burst blood vessels in his eyes, Park Secretary points the Twin Dragon Sword at the remaining Hunters.

"Let's finish this quickly. I need to finish my overtime before Agassi finds me..."

Boom───!

The ground explodes, debris flying into the air as Park Secretary instantly appears behind the Hunters, infusing his Severance Ability into the Twin Dragon Sword and slashing with all his might.

Swoosh────

The moment a single sound is heard, blood erupts from the bodies of the Hunters who were turning around. Everything within a 1km radius of Park Secretary is finely sliced, eventually turning to powder that piles on the ground.

"...Cough."

With all the encircling Hunters dead, Park Secretary stabs the Twin Dragon Sword into the ground to support himself as blood flows from his mouth.

"...Hold on a little longer."

Though the Severance Ability is more lethal than Cha Ah-Ram's Compression, it has a major drawback. The powerful force accumulates significant strain on the body.

*Maybe ten more times? No... seven.*

He is no longer in his prime. The number of times Park Secretary's body can handle using Severance, after handling his duties as Chief of Staff without being on the battlefield, is seven.

"That's enough... that's enough."

He mutters to himself, wiping the blood from his mouth before turning toward Reykjavik, where the World Hunter Association is located, and disappearing into the darkness.

* * *

"You want to kill me...?"
"Ahjussi would be sad, but... I can't help it. I hate two-faced people the most."

A volatile situation.

"So choose. Will you join our side? Or will you protect the World Hunter Association with that dog-like sense of justice of yours?"

Cha Ah-Ram, wearing a relaxed expression, forces Kim Se-Bong to make a choice.

"...How is Young-Seok doing?"
"Ahjussi? He's doing well. Oh, look at this."

Remembering something, Cha Ah-Ram spreads her left hand wide, showing the ring on her ring finger.

"Ahjussi made this ring himself with Bloodstone. Isn't it pretty?"
"Young-Seok made it himself? With Bloodstone, you can feel each other's hearts. That's just like him."
"I asked if it's pretty?"
"A handmade ring is beautiful in any form. Because it contains the person's whole heart."

Kim Se-Bong stares at Cha Ah-Ram's ring as if entranced.

"And Ahjussi introduced me to his mother and father, and he proposed?"
"That shy guy went first?"
"He's not shy anymore, you know? Since you haven't been around Ahjussi lately, you wouldn't know, but Ahjussi... he's become bold. Yesterday I almost lost to him."

Cha Ah-Ram praises Kim Young-Seok with a blush. The sharp atmosphere softens as the topic shifts to Kim Young-Seok.

"...You'll be getting married soon, then."
"Yes, we will."
"...I wish you both happiness."
"So, old man, have you decided which side you'll join?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes suddenly turn cold as she stops caressing her ring with the happy smile.

"Do you need my power?"
"I don't need your power. People say your strength rivals mine publicly, but we both know that's not true, right?"
"..."

One needn't look far—just thinking about Park Secretary by Cha Ah-Ram's side makes the answer obvious.

"Just use that reputation you've built through your good deeds. Become the President of the World Hunter Association and block their declarations of war and checks against us. That's all you need to do."
"..."
"If you refuse, I'm prepared to kill both you and any Hunters or civilians who oppose us."
"I'll do it."
"...Huh? You will?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes widen. She had made the offer but wasn't certain he'd accept, and was considering ways to kill him as painlessly as possible.

"Why?"
"Because I want to protect Young-Seok."

The father who couldn't protect his son now clearly understands who he needs to protect and makes his commitment.

*Now I will protect my people.*

Ch.108 - Declaration Of War (3)
In the house where Cha Ah-Ram had disappeared, Hunter Association members guarded Kim Young-Seok in her place. Though he found it burdensome that they followed him even to the bathroom entrance, he endured it for Ah-Ram's sake and went about his daily routine as usual.

Taking advantage of the beautiful weather, he did the laundry that had piled up, hanging it on the drying rack outside, and polished the dusty floor and furniture until they shone.

*I'm like a househusband.*

Thinking about Cha Ah-Ram going to work to earn money while he did the housework, Kim Young-Seok smiled gently.

"Well, being a househusband isn't so bad."

In the past, a man being a househusband might have been called incompetent, but those days were long gone.

After spending considerable time polishing the house to a shine, Kim Young-Seok noticed the clear footprints left by the guild members.

"...Excuse me."
"Do you need something?"
"Please wear socks."

Looking at the guild members who had removed their shoes but were barefoot without socks, he sighed. All the guards then took out the socks they had removed from their pockets and began putting them on.

"Young Master."

As Kim Young-Seok started tidying up the house again after making them wear socks, a guild member looking at the clock on the wall called out to him.

"What is it?"
"It's almost time to start your broadcast."
"Ah, is it that time already?"
"Yes, we'll take care of the remaining housework, so you should prepare for your broadcast."

They'll do the housework?
Could they manage?
He was conflicted as he looked at the guild members who seemed like they might at least not break anything.

"I may not look it, but before becoming a Hunter, my mother always made me do housework, so I'm good at it."
"...Really?"
"If you don't start your broadcast, the Agassi will worry. So to ease her concerns... please save us."

The guild member suddenly pleaded to be saved.

*What did he say again?*

Kim Young-Seok watched the pleading guild member with sympathetic eyes, and eventually nodded.

"Then I'll go broadcast, so please take care of the rest."
"Yes! We hope you have a fun broadcast, Young Master."

Though uneasy, he left them in the living room and went to the bedroom to turn on his computer.

Ding!

[My Love - Heehee.... Ahjussi, I think I'll be staying out tonight.]

His phone on the desk lit up, showing Cha Ah-Ram's message.

"Staying out?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had insisted on sleeping by his side since they started dating, had declared she would stay out for the first time.

"Is she that busy?"

The attack by hundreds of people was serious, but he didn't think the Cheonmun Guild couldn't handle such things. Rather, considering the number of attacks they'd faced so far, what happened yesterday was just a minor incident. Especially since Cha Ah-Ram treated Park Secretary like a slave, he thought she would surely dump everything on him and come home...

"Can't be helped. I'll just stream longer today."

Feeling lonely at the thought of Cha Ah-Ram staying out, Kim Young-Seok decided to stream longer and started his broadcast.

As soon as he went live, viewers poured in, filling the chat with greetings.

"Is everyone doing well?"

-Hello.
-Galaxy~
-You're starting early today?
-Good to see you~ Here to learn some sweet tips again today.

"Sweet tips?"

Reading the chat, Kim Young-Seok scratched his head.

"Today I'm not talking about dungeons, I'm going to play a game."

-A game? What game will you play?
-Ah, this person was a gamer... I got confused because you've only been talking about dungeons lately.
-Tell us about your dungeon experiences instead of games.
-There's a rumor you've become the Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun, is it true?
-There's a trashy reporter above me.
-A broadcast even trashy reporters watch.
-Of course there are trashy reporters since he's Cha Ah-Ram's boyfriend.
-Preparing to write an article.

A reporter watching his broadcast?
What a pathetic person with nothing better to do.
Hmm...
After briefly considering whether to answer, he gave them a response they would be satisfied with.

"I proposed yesterday."

-Oh!!!! Are you getting married?
-Cheonmun has a rule that couples jointly run the guild, so you're definitely becoming Vice Guild Master. Congratulations!
-...Marriage... is a grave... I suggest you reconsider...
-That place was hell.
-Finally becoming a married man. Now you'll just get nagged by Cha Ah-Ram.

Hell...?

"I can't agree that marriage is hell. How happy is it to live with someone you love?"

-Galaxy Hunter characteristic) Hasn't married yet.
-You'll regret those words after you get married.
-Dream marriage life? Don't even dream about it.
-It's not too late! You can still escape!
-But how did you propose?

"The proposal? Do I have to talk about that too?"

Kim Young-Seok hesitated, feeling uncomfortable about bringing personal matters into his broadcast, but viewers rose like a swarm of bees to press him.

-Galaxy Hunter, open your mouth!
-Tell us right now!
-How did you propose? Like those videos all over Neotube?

[Ppyoruddae donated 10,000 won.]
-What... I just joined and you're getting married? Really?-

My second actual viewer.
Recalling Ppyoruddae, whom he had met at the game center before.

"Yes, I'm getting married."

[Ppyoruddae donated 10,000 won.]
-Ah... ㅠㅠㅠ Why are you getting married?-

"What do you mean why am I getting married? I'm getting married because I love her."

He tilted his head questioningly at Ppyoruddae's strange question.

-What's this? Was she secretly in love with him?
-Is Ppyoruddae a woman?
-Maybe she fell for Galaxy Hunter?
-Ppyoruddae, he only looks like that, he's in his 30s.
-Ppyoruddae could be in her 30s too.

Viewers repeatedly speculated about the relationship between Ppyoruddae and Kim Young-Seok.

"Viewers, please refrain from such speculation. I'm fine with it, but it could be very disrespectful to viewer Ppyoruddae. So please stop. If you continue, I'll ban you."

-Ban? Everyone knows, right?
-If you get banned from this room, you get banned in real life too.
-Everyone be careful.

Real-life ban?
An apparition of Cha Ah-Ram flashed before his eyes at the viewers' chat.

"It's not like that."

-Sure~
-Understood.
-It's nothing.

As the chaotic chat quickly refreshed, he stopped engaging and quietly started the game.

"Now, everyone stop talking about that and let's focus on the game since that's what we're doing."

No longer a broadcasting novice, Kim Young-Seok skillfully changed the atmosphere and started the game.

* * *

Ding!

[Retired Hunter has started broadcasting. Please join and watch the broadcast.]

When the alarm appeared on his phone, he barely managed to put his blood-soaked hand in his pocket to check it.

"...Looks like he's broadcasting. I should go in and wa- *cough*..."

Blood spilling on the floor.
Barely holding onto his fading consciousness, he slumped against a collapsing building.

"Getting old... makes this harder."

His body trembled uncontrollably.
A faint smile appeared on Park Secretary's lips as he watched Kim Young-Seok communicating with viewers, unable to control his trembling muscles.

"You... you should have dodged there..."

Though illiterate about games, Park Secretary had studied them diligently because Kim Young-Seok started game broadcasts.

"Haah..."

Thud.

Blood flowing from his abdomen.
Unable to stop the bleeding, Park Secretary's consciousness grew increasingly hazy, and the phone he was holding fell to the ground.

"Still... so far to go..."

He had only managed to deal with half of the Association executives, not to mention the Association President he had intended to handle, and had already used up all his "Severance" abilities. Still, he endured through sheer willpower, handling the incoming Hunters, but...

"...For a World Hunter Association, they sure have a lot of damn Hunters."

Hunters slowly gathered around Park Secretary, who sat slumped against the building, covered in wounds.

"Seo-ah, Ha-yoon..."

Calling for his wife and daughter, Park Secretary barely controlled his trembling body and used his twin swords as a cane to stand up.

"...Agassi."

Though he knew better than anyone that using his ability would cause his body to collapse, he nonetheless infused "Severance" into his twin swords, gripping the hilt with both hands, preparing to use it on the approaching Hunters.

"...I'll need to take a long vacation."

Determined to take down the Hunters hostile to Cha Ah-Ram, Park Secretary bit down hard enough to draw blood and swung his twin swords.

Grab.

Unlike before, though his speed was diminished, as the twin swords were swung and the Severance ability was about to activate, someone's hand blocked it.

Clang.

The twin swords fell to the ground from his weakened grip.

"Come on, take it easy, will you?"

Bang!

A man wearing sunglasses, chewing gum noisily, appeared and kicked Park Secretary directly in the abdomen.
Kicked powerlessly, Park Secretary crashed through the building and was thrown to the other side.

"...Urgh."

Covered in blood, Park Secretary continued rolling on the ground until he finally stopped.

"We need to keep this bastard alive. That'll make the witch hunt easier."

The man, who had somehow approached Park Secretary, stomped on his head and spoke to the approaching Hunters.
Though contorted with pain, Park Secretary didn't scream. But when they mentioned Cha Ah-Ram, his eyes, now blurred with burst blood vessels, widened as he infused the Severance ability into his own body rather than his sword.

"N-no one... NO ONE! Can harm the Agassi!"
"I was going to let you go quietly if you just stayed still... tsk."

The man, knowing Park Secretary was attempting suicide, clicked his tongue and decided to kill him, clenching his fist to crush Park Secretary's head, when suddenly...

"Hey."

A melodious voice spread throughout the ruined city of Reykjavik.
The city where civilians had already evacuated, leaving only Hunters behind.

"Who gave you permission to step on someone's head?"

Cha Ah-Ram appeared silently behind the Hunters.
With a calm expression but hair wildly fluttering despite the absence of wind, she created a terrifying atmosphere.

"Oh my, is the final boss already here?"

The sunglasses-wearing man paused his descending fist but pressed down harder with his foot.

"If you want to die peacefully, remove that foot now."

Step. Step.

Cha Ah-Ram approached, stepping over numerous Hunter corpses.

"I don't want to—huh?"

Suddenly, the foot he was using to stomp was compressed and severed, causing the dazed man to collapse sideways as he stared at his ankle.

"Park Secretary."
"...Agassi."

Hearing Park Secretary's weak voice, Cha Ah-Ram responded.

"Who told you to work overtime?"
"...I'm sorry."
"Your vacation is canceled until next month."
"What vacation... did I ever have... *cough*..."

As Park Secretary's eyes gradually closed, blood flowing from all over his body, he looked at the barely visible Cha Ah-Ram.

"Clock out... can I clock out before you this time, Agassi?"
"...No."

Cha Ah-Ram's expressionless face cracked and began to distort.

"Who taught you to leave before your master without permission? So clock out later. That's an order."

While they were talking, the path Cha Ah-Ram had broken through was again filled with World Hunter Association Hunters, slowly approaching.

"Hey everyone. Who are we?"
"""Cheonmun!!!"""

Responding to Cha Ah-Ram's question, Cheonmun Guild members appeared and looked at Park Secretary collapsed in front of her.

"This is an order."

Carefully picking up the fallen Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram pointed at the Hunters who were surrounding her but now confused by the sudden appearance of Cheonmun Guild members.

"Kill everything breathing in Iceland by midnight today, down to the last ant."

Ch.109 - Elixir? I Don't Mind. (1)
...damn it.
I have to admit it.
Park Secretary is an 'important' person to me.
Although he ranks below Kim Young-Seok, my soul partner, the importance remains the same.

*Baek Seol-Ah's regeneration ability hasn't returned yet...*

Seeing Park Secretary's terrible condition in my arms, I move to a cleaner location.

"If, if we just kill that Witch, we can survive... AAAAARGH!!!"

The finger of a Hunter from the World Hunter Association pointing at Cha Ah-Ram gets severed as a man consumed by rage jumps forward, grabs the Hunter's neck, and crushes it with his bare hands.

"Leave the attack to the guild members! Our priority is to protect the Agassi and the boss!"
"Yes, sir!"

Park Secretary's subordinates begin to move independently from the guild members, surrounding Cha Ah-Ram to protect her.

"You've caused quite a commotion. Was it fun...?"

After staring at Park Secretary, who lost consciousness from blood loss, I gently lay him down on the flat ground. I take out a small bottle containing a luminous liquid from my pocket and sit beside his head.

"...If you pledge loyalty, it should be for life. It's cheating to shine briefly and then leave. Don't you agree, Park Secretary?"

Though unconscious, Park Secretary's face is contorted with pain, his bones shattered and some organs ruptured.

"Next time..."

Drip.

I carefully pour the luminous liquid into Park Secretary's mouth and stand up, my eyes turning cold as I stare at where the Association President and executives are.

"Follow my orders without question."

Though he can't hear me, Park Secretary's lips curl up slightly as white lights begin to gather around his body.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

The already broken bones break into even smaller pieces, his skin peels off, and his hair starts falling out.

"Hey."
"Yes."

When Cha Ah-Ram calls, a man jumps forward. His hands are slick with blood from crushing the neck earlier.

"Protect Park Secretary at all costs."

Crack. Crack. Crack.

As the bones continue to break, new skin begins to regenerate, and his hair grows back even more lustrous and thick than before. I give the order while watching Park Secretary.

"I'll protect him even if it costs me my life."
"...Your life won't be necessary."

The sadness of loss.
It was an emotion Cha Ah-Ram never had before.
The deaths of those around her were always by her own hand.
But having realized something through Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram hesitates at the mention of sacrificing one's life, then quietly mutters as she begins moving toward the culprits behind this incident.

* * *

The World Hunter Association.
Though established more recently than any other global organization, it was so important that every country kept a close eye on it and tried to protect it even at great risk.
But...

"The United States will not be involved in this matter."
"France cannot intervene either."
"India cannot betray its hero."

The rulers of each country who met with the Association employees all shook their heads in refusal.

"Why don't you understand that if we just bring down Cheonmun, the order we established will be restored!"

The young man sitting at the head of the conference table in the World Hunter Association building slams his fist down and shouts upon hearing only rejections.

"They're fools."
"After we bring down Cheonmun Guild and take Baek Seol-Ah, we should revoke their right to choose regeneration abilities."
"It seems they fear Cheonmun Guild but not us."
"President, you need to make a decision."
"Hmm...!"

The Association President sitting at the head briefly considers the executives' words.

"Once this matter is settled, we'll penalize the countries that didn't participate."
"That sounds good."
"As expected of our President."
"You're still too merciful. If it were me, I wouldn't just penalize them—I'd isolate them until they withered away. Hahaha. Your leadership is truly outstanding."
"What leadership are you talking about...? Hahaha."

The Association President's angry expression melts away at the executives' flattery, and he grins widely.

Bang.
Tap. Tap.

"Park Secretary had a pained expression, but you're smiling."
"H-how?!"

Cha Ah-Ram opens the conference room door, walks in, and sits down in an empty chair, facing the Association President who looks at her in shock.

"You know, I was going to let this go easily."
"What about the Hunters outside?!"

Not just the President but all the executives freeze, unable to move.

"The attack? I didn't really care about those few hundred nobodies attacking..."

Cha Ah-Ram speaks calmly, her voice growing sharper.

"Why are you smiling?"

She tilts her head and asks the Association President.

"W-well... Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun. Let's talk this through..."

SPLAT.

SPLASH—

Just as he breaks out in a cold sweat and barely opens his lips to suggest a conversation, the head of the executive sitting next to the Association President explodes, spraying blood throughout the conference room.

The Association President, sitting right next to him, turns pale as the head of the executive he was laughing with just minutes ago disappears.

"I asked you. Why were you smiling?"
"..."

Faced with the old Cha Ah-Ram rather than the recently happy one, the President and executives maintain silence, not answering her question.

SPLAT.

SPLASH—

"Answer me."

Another executive's head explodes beyond recognition, spraying blood everywhere.
Cha Ah-Ram's question carries no emotion.
The Association President concentrates all his mental power to come up with an answer that might get him out of this situation.

"W-we were having a s-sound meeting for world peace."
"Sound?"
"Y-yes. We were continuing our sound meeting when the person you just killed said something funny, so I laughed briefly. That's really all it was."

The Association President throws the dead executive under the bus, trying desperately to calm Cha Ah-Ram.

"...Is that so? You say that's it. But did you know?"
"Know what?"
"That there's a subordinate who's fighting for his life, at death's door, trying to take your head. Did you know that?"

Someone who came here to take his head?
Though he knows about it, the Association President doesn't understand her intention.

"Did you come to deal with a subordinate trying to kill me? Then I should thank you. What do you want? A Unique Artifact? If not that, then wealth? Or I could give you prime land managed by the Association."
"...Kihihihi. Hahahahaha."

Cha Ah-Ram bursts into laughter at the Association President's answer.
She laughs so hard that tears flow, mixing with Park Secretary's blood on her cheek and forming droplets on her chin.

"You think I came here to kill my own subordinate? Ah, that's hilarious."

After laughing for a while, Cha Ah-Ram's expressionless face breaks.

"If I knew this was why you thought I came, I'd be disappointed. You'd be better off dying by my subordinate's hand. At least it would have been quick and painless..."

The Association President, finally understanding the situation, tries to flee, but Cheonmun Guild members entering the conference room capture him.

"If you do this, the world's balance will collapse!!! With that meager ability of yours, you're turning the whole world against you!"

Captured by guild members, the Association President yells at Cha Ah-Ram.

"Turning the world against me... Since when did your Association become the world?"

Cha Ah-Ram stands before the Association President, who can't move with both arms restrained, and snorts.

"Remember that country that used to proclaim itself the center of the world?"
"...!"
"And what happened to that country now?"

A country that accumulated vast wealth due to its large population.
A country that claimed from ancient times to be the center of the world and even tried to pass off other countries' cultural artifacts as its own is now destroyed, unable to stop dungeons, and has become a monster nation.

"This is why... water should be changed before it gets stagnant... Capture them all and escort them politely to Cheonmun Guild."
"Politely, you say? Yes, understood."

The guild members, their eyes gleaming at the instruction to escort them politely, begin moving toward the executives who haven't been restrained yet.

"AAAAARGH!!!"
"S-save me!!! N-not there...!"

Leaving the guild members to their task, Cha Ah-Ram exits the conference room and heads somewhere.
Opening the door to the Association building's rooftop, she finds a familiar man and woman waiting for her, as if they knew she was coming.

"...I heard you were traveling, but was Iceland your destination?"
"It's been a while."
"Been a while? Drop that pretense."

The man and woman waiting are none other than Cha Ah-Ram's parents.
They had handed over the Guild Master position and said they would travel, but now they're standing on the World Hunter Association's rooftop, causing Cha Ah-Ram's eyes to grow still.

"Are you also involved in this incident?"
"...You."

Cha Ah-Ram's mother quietly repeats the formal way her daughter addressed her and lowers her head.

"We have nothing to do with this."

As Cha Ah-Ram's mother bows her head, her father steps forward and speaks.

"Stop. Don't come any closer to me."

She extends her hand to stop her approaching father.

"You weren't involved in this incident. Is that right?"
"...We simply came to the Association on business."

This time her mother, who had been looking down, speaks, and a flash of relief crosses Cha Ah-Ram's face.

"But can you handle the consequences of trying to kill everyone involved?"
"That's my concern."

Cha Ah-Ram responds coldly to her father's question.

"By the way, I heard you're getting married..."
"That's also my business, so don't worry about it."

Cha Ah-Ram, radiating coldness, turns around and begins descending the stairs she came up.

"Since I know you weren't involved in this incident, I won't take action against you."

She speaks in a voice barely audible to her parents whom she hasn't seen in a long time, then disappears.

Ch.110 - Elixir? I Don't Mind. (2)
The massive engine roared inside the private jet.

Park Secretary opened his eyes as he lay on the bed.

"...Where am I?"

He wore a confused expression at the familiar surroundings.

"Boss, don't you think you've slept enough?"

A man who had been looking after him asked with an indifferent expression when he saw Park Secretary open his eyes.

"What happened? I clearly..."

He had sustained injuries too severe to survive. Even though Cha Ah-Ram had brought Guild members with healing abilities, he knew his wounds were too critical to be treated. As he muttered in confusion about how he was still alive:

"What do you mean? The young lady brought an Elixir from the Guild storage and saved your life."

"E-Elixir? She gave me something that precious?"

"What's so precious about that stuff?"

At that moment, Cha Ah-Ram, who was sitting at the front, tilted her head back when she heard Park Secretary's voice.

"Ah, young lady..."

"What's with that expression?"

Cha Ah-Ram stood up and approached Park Secretary, while the man sitting beside him quietly moved aside.

"Well..."

"So how are you feeling?"

When Park Secretary couldn't continue, Cha Ah-Ram, who had been staring at him, asked first.

"I'm fine."

"Still, just to be safe, you're next in line for the regeneration ability."

"N-no, that's not necessary."

"What do you mean, no! You never listen! What? You said you'd be loyal for life? Then why did you crawl into that dangerous place trying to die?"

"..."

"Haah... I'm really losing my hair because of you."

"I'm sorry."

As Park Secretary apologized, Cha Ah-Ram seemed to recall something.

"You're the one who trained all the secretaries to just say 'I'm sorry' whenever I say anything, right?"

"...Pardon?"

Cha Ah-Ram remembered how the secretary she had made drive her before would only apologize no matter what she said, and Park Secretary asked in confusion.

"Anyway, from now on, your secretarial office is banned from saying 'I'm sorry' or 'I apologize.' Got it?!"

"I'm sor—I mean, no!"

"No? You nearly died and now you don't even see me anymore? Soon you'll be chewing me up like a dog treat?"

"Absolutely, absolutely not!"

Park Secretary vehemently denied it.

They say extreme denial and affirmation are opposites... but she accepted Park Secretary's words as truth, considering he had risked his life by venturing alone to Iceland, a distant foreign region, for his honor.

"Young lady, thank you."

"For what?"

"For coming all the way to Iceland to save me..."

"Aren't you misunderstanding something?"

"...Pardon?"

Park Secretary was expressing his gratitude when he became confused.

"I didn't come here to save you. I just came to see the Association President's face. And, well, incidentally... if you look at me with those eyes again, I'll pluck them out. You think I came for someone like you?! Don't get ahead of yourself. I just did it because I'd have more chores without you..."

As Cha Ah-Ram realized she was only making things worse for herself the more she rambled, she finally shut her mouth and stood up.

*Tap*

She gently pressed her finger against Park Secretary's forehead, forcing him to lie back down as he tried to get up.

"Next time, follow my orders without question."

"..."

"Answer me."

Though she was demanding an answer just like she did with the Association President and executives, her expression was completely different as she asked again.

"I refuse."

"What? Are you crazy about dying? If you want to die that badly, should I kill you myself?!"

"I will always..."

He finally revealed the inner thoughts he had always held for Cha Ah-Ram.

"I will give my life for you, young lady."

"Shit... do whatever you want! This fucking guy just doesn't listen!"

Unable to withstand Park Secretary's intense gaze, Cha Ah-Ram cursed and returned to her original seat.

"Keep a close eye on Park Secretary! If he tries anything stupid, slap him to bring him to his senses."

"Pfft... Yes! Understood."

After giving orders to the man who had been looking after Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram sat down. Though she didn't show it, the tension that had gripped her entire body relaxed, and her eyes slowly closed.

* * *

[The Downfall of the World Hunter Association?!]

In just a few hours, all cities in Iceland were either half-destroyed or reduced to dust. The perpetrators haven't been identified yet, but suspicions have fallen on the Cheonmun Guild. Notably, while civilian casualties were relatively low compared to the destruction of the cities, all Hunters belonging to the World Hunter Association who resided in Iceland were confirmed dead. The survival of the Association President and executives remains unconfirmed, while Kim Se-Bong, known as South Korea's Guardian, has personally visited Iceland to comfort evacuated civilians and direct arriving Hunters in rebuilding the collapsed cities.

-?????
-Is today April Fool's Day? What's destroyed and who died? I think I'm seeing things, can someone recommend a hospital?
└Get treated at the Cheonmun Guild hospital, guaranteed cure.

-Is this really the work of the Cheonmun Guild? But the satellite images of the destroyed cities overlap with the time Cha Ah-Ram was in Korea. And only one person was captured destroying things.
└So they're on the same level as Cha Ah-Ram?
└I'm not sure, but seeing how an entire Vestfirðir city disappeared with one technique in the photos, they might be even stronger... it's confusing.

-Why do we only have satellite photos of the first half? Why are there no photos of the latter part?
└Because HE has descended.
└Be careful if you don't want to get banned from reality.

[With the World Hunter Association's President and executives gone... who are the likely candidates?]

-This article assumes the Association President and executives are dead.
└They're probably dead since they haven't appeared.

-But why is Hunter Kim Se-Bong there? He was the leading candidate for the Korean Association President...
└He's rebuilding the cities in Iceland, as it says.
└No doubt about it.

Cha Ah-Ram had said she would stay out overnight. Kim Young-Seok had been slightly worried but spent his time broadcasting. When he woke up from a short nap the next morning, the world had completely changed.

"...That's Park Secretary."

The face of the man swinging a sword in the photo was covered with a mask, making him unidentifiable, but Park Secretary's unique aura and build made him recognizable.

"Was he that strong? No, why is he alone?"

He now understood the position of Chief of Staff and how Cha Ah-Ram had given him all authority, but he wondered why Park Secretary was there alone.

"Could he have gone without permission?"

And did Cha Ah-Ram chase after him, saying she'd stay out overnight and leaving early in the morning?

"..."

Kim Young-Seok started feeling disappointed with both Park Secretary and Cha Ah-Ram. Of course, he was the weakest in the Cheonmun Guild—an undeniable fact that didn't make him feel inadequate—but this feeling of learning about such an important event after it was over, especially when he had been a target of the attack...

"Haah."

Kim Young-Seok, who had been staring at his phone, threw it onto the recently purchased sofa and hung his head.

Was it because he had no right to know?
Or was it because he was too weak?
If not that, then...

"No."

Cha Ah-Ram wouldn't do that. Kim Young-Seok, who had almost crossed a line due to his disappointment, quickly regained his composure and hurriedly called Cha Ah-Ram.

[...Ahjussi?]

After the connection tone played almost to the point of hanging up, Cha Ah-Ram's deeply subdued voice finally reached Kim Young-Seok's ears.

"Were you sleeping?"

[Yes, but is something wrong?]

"Do I need a reason to call you?"

[Of course not. Hehe, hearing your voice makes me feel better.]

Where are you?
What are you doing now?
Are you hurt anywhere?
Is Park Secretary okay?
Did everything go well?

Many thoughts crossed his mind, but Kim Young-Seok chose something else.

"Have you eaten?"

[...I'm hungry.]

"Why are you starving yourself when you tell me to eat?"

[They said I need to lose a bit more weight to look pretty in a wedding dress.]

"Who said such nonsense?! What weight do you even have to lose? Bring whoever said that to me. I'll teach them a lesson."

[Pfft... Ahjussi, it's weird when you talk just like me.]

Cha Ah-Ram's laughter melted away the tension in his heart.

"I miss you."

[I miss you too, so, so much~]

"You know what happens when you get back, right?"

[Huh?]

"You need to be punished for staying out overnight without permission."

[Punishment...? How are you going to punish me?]

How?
He had mentioned it but hadn't thought about the specifics yet.
Kim Young-Seok was taken aback by Cha Ah-Ram's sudden question.

[Ahjussi? Can you hear me? The call didn't drop, right? Ahjussi?]

"...Y-yeah."

[Ah, you can hear me. So, what punishment will you give me? A spanking? Or a slap?]

"..."

What's a "spanking" and what's a "slap"?
His mind went blank at these incomprehensible terms.

[Ahjussi, if possible, I'd like the slap punishment...]

"What's the slap punishment?"

Kim Young-Seok asked about the "slap" she kept mentioning.
After a moment, Cha Ah-Ram whispered a certain word, causing his face to turn bright red.

"T-there's no such punishment! That would be a reward for you! Hanging up!"

He shouted and hung up the phone, trying to hide his embarrassment.

Ch.111 - Aftermath And Positioned (1)
Busan Metropolitan City.
A city that perished due to poor initial response after dungeons appeared.
Currently, the Association is said to be implementing plans to rebuild Busan, but Kim Young-Seok could see countless bones and collapsed building debris everywhere.

"Is the airport still intact?"
"Yes."

Originally, since the Cheonmun Guild's headquarters was in Seoul, the capital of Korea, they never used Gimhae Airport, but now they had moved their headquarters to Goseong in South Gyeongsang Province.
This made Gimhae Airport much closer.

Normally, Gimhae Airport would be closed, but Cha Ah-Ram bought it because she found it annoying to keep traveling to and from Incheon.

Whoooosh───

A Cheonmun Guild member went to the control tower first to turn on the runway lights, waiting for Cha Ah-Ram's private jet. Soon, the familiar aircraft began its descent from above with a heavy noise.

Screeeech───

As the private jet hit the brakes to reduce speed on the runway with its red lights flickering, a harsh sound echoed.

A moment later.

The massive private jet stopped at the end of the runway, and the long-awaited Cha Ah-Ram appeared first.

"Ahjussi?"
"Welcome."
"I didn't hear you were waiting for me?"
"I asked them to keep it a secret."
"A secret?"
"Don't you like it?"

When I asked if she disliked it, she shook her head.

"I don't dislike it. I actually like it. I get to see you right away. But....."
"But?"
"You, what are you doing? Letting Ahjussi wander around outside like this? And you call yourself his bodyguard?"

She started scolding the secretary beside me.

*Somehow... she seems a bit gentler.*

Though I hadn't seen her for just one day, the venom that used to coat her attitude toward guild members seemed somewhat neutralized.

"Young Master."

At that moment, Park Secretary, who appeared behind Cha Ah-Ram, greeted me.

"You've worked hard."
"I didn't do anything. It was all the Agassi who....."
"Are you trying to climb up again?"
"I apologize."

Indeed, it wasn't just a feeling but a certainty.
I don't know what happened, but Cha Ah-Ram, who used to be sharp with everyone except me, had softened a bit.

"But....."
"Yes?"

It's definitely Park Secretary, but something's strange?

"Did you get younger?"

The 40-something Park Secretary now looked like he was in his 20s.

"Do I look that much younger?"
"Didn't you know?"
"No, I just slept the entire way here."
"Here."

I immediately touched my phone, launched a mirror app, and handed it to Park Secretary.

".....I'm going to get scolded."
"What? Scolded?"
"I think my wife will scold me. We promised to grow old together, but only I got younger."
"I have nothing for your wife."
"Saving my life is already something I'll have to repay for the rest of my life. I don't want anything more."
"You speak well. Anyway, since I'm here now, you can stop guarding Ahjussi and take Park Secretary home."
"No, I can go by myself....."

As Park Secretary waved his hands in protest, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes narrowed.

"What did I say?"
"....."
"Drop this guy off at his home and then you can go home too."
"Yes, understood."

The secretary beside me approached Park Secretary.

"Director Park. Please follow me."
"Agassi, I can never repay you for saving my life even if I try my best for the rest of my life, but I will serve you loyally until my dying breath."

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Transparent droplets fell from Park Secretary's bowed face onto the floor.
Silently glaring at him, Cha Ah-Ram came to my side, linked her arm with mine, and said:

".....Don't misunderstand. I didn't save you to receive that kind of loyalty. Just... stay under me. Then I'll protect you."

Huh?
Is this really Cha Ah-Ram?
It's surprising to hear her say such things to someone other than herself. I quickly turned my head to confirm it was really her, and saw that her eyes were also tinged red.

".....Yes."
"Tomorrow... no. I'll give you one more week of vacation, so don't come to the guild for a week."
"Thank you."
"If I see you, you're dead. Hey, take him away."
"Yes."

As the secretary took Park Secretary away and they began to distance themselves from us, Cha Ah-Ram stared at their backs.
Eventually, she opened her lips and spoke.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"I thought I would never have good fortune with people until the day I died."
"What do you mean?"
"I was always surrounded by people who would criticize or check me."

Cha Ah-Ram, born as the only daughter of the Cheonmun Guild Masters, who lived a life of privilege, had a bitter look in her eyes.

"But... it's not bad."
"It's all about your mindset."

Human relationships aren't difficult.
People often say they are, but that's what those who don't have the courage to approach others say.
People become close quickly when they find common ground.
Well, maintaining that closeness is most important...
Cha Ah-Ram, who never approached others and kept her doors locked, seemed to find even getting close difficult, so this change is truly remarkable.

"Have you eaten?"
"Not yet."
"Then let's go get something to eat."

I leave Gimhae Airport with the changed Cha Ah-Ram.


* * *


The Blue House with its blue-tiled roof.

".....Was the Cheonmun Guild that powerful?"
"Yes, it seems we need to reassess Cheonmun."

Photos of Iceland taken in the morning, afternoon, and dawn by satellite were laid on their table.

"Not even the Witch, but a mere Chief of Staff under her killed 147 S-rank Hunters alone? Kuhahaha."

An unbelievable reality.
The President and his top officials always thought they only needed to be wary of Cha Ah-Ram in the Cheonmun Guild.
Of course, they knew about Park Secretary's power.
But they considered him just an ordinary S-rank.
While calling an S-rank ordinary might be inappropriate, among S-rank Hunters, they thought his power was just average, so they secretly looked down on him.
There were several other S-ranks in the guild, but their rankings were quite low, so they believed all power was concentrated in Cha Ah-Ram...

"The Chief of Staff and civilians not even registered as Hunters have abilities comparable to S-rank? I wish this were a dream."
"They aren't registered as Hunters, but a year ago, didn't Cha Ah-Ram come to the Blue House with a list of 87 vagrants, asking to erase their past? I suspect they might be those people."

The aide pointed to several photos with a serious expression as he explained his hypothesis.

"Then how many people in the Cheonmun Guild are comparable to S-rank?"
".....The estimated number exceeds 200."
"Over 200 S-rank equivalents, plus the Witch and her Hound who can kill over 100 S-ranks alone... Should we even call this a guild?"

While fewer than the S-rank Hunters registered with the World Hunter Association, Cheonmun is a guild, not an association.
That means the Association doesn't give orders but requests, and even after going through several procedures, if the Hunter who receives the request refuses, it's all for nothing. But in Cheonmun, if Cha Ah-Ram gives just one order, all guild members mobilize.

"And there's also a report that the Witch contacted Hunter Kim Se-Bong right before departing for Iceland."
"Isn't Hunter Kim Se-Bong in Iceland now?"
"Yes, it seems they reached some kind of agreement. Otherwise, Hunter Kim Se-Bong wouldn't be manipulating the media to advocate for Cha Ah-Ram."

Despite bringing down the World Hunter Association, most news articles focus solely on Kim Se-Bong rather than that fact.
Isn't that strange?
The institution that manages all Hunters in every country has collapsed, yet they're only interested in a single Hunter?

".....I once asked the Hound to make Hunter Kim Se-Bong the Association President."
"Association President?"

The aide's eyes widened as if hearing this for the first time.

"But I was rejected. I was about to give up, but...."

Suddenly, the President's eyes gleamed.

"It seems the Cheonmun Guild is trying to place Hunter Kim Se-Bong not as the Korean Association President, but as the World Hunter Association President."
".....What? The position of World Hunter Association President? That's not a position one can take by force. One must pass evaluations from various countries and gain recognition from the executives. Some executives from the previous President's line are still alive. Would they support Kim Se-Bong, who has the same background as the Witch?"
"Have you forgotten? Cha Ah-Ram's parents?"
".....!"

The aide recalled the Korean couple who had been honorary advisors since the establishment of the World Hunter Association.

"Then... Hunter Kim Se-Bong could become the President?"

*It's not 'could become'.*

From the beginning, few countries would dare to oppose the Cheonmun Guild.
At most, maybe the United States with its abundance of S-rank Hunters?
Excluding the US, every country submits numerous requests to the Cheonmun Guild each year.
There's an intention to protect their own Hunters by using Cheonmun Guild members instead, but it's also because they lack high-ranking Hunters.
So what if they interfere with Cheonmun Guild's path?

*They likely wouldn't help even if a Wave broke out.*

The Witch's personality.
And the Hound who revealed his true nature during a recent call.
With their personalities, they would surely seek revenge.

".....It's the era of Cheonmun now."
"....."

It was already Cha Ah-Ram's era, but the Cheonmun era is different.
It's been proven that even members of the Cheonmun Guild, while not as strong as Cha Ah-Ram, are stronger than average S-rank Hunters, so even organizations that used to test them will disappear.

"I can only hope."

The Witch who is soon to be married.
The President prays that the child born to the Witch will be a non-Awakened.

Ch.112 - Aftermath And Positioned (2)
"Eun-ha~"
"Congratulations on reaching 3 million subscribers!"
"Hello everyone."

He turned on the stream and pointed the camera at Cha Ah-Ram sitting beside him.

"Hello to all viewers. Today I'll be playing games with Ah-Ram."

-Cheonmun! Cheonmun! Cheonmun!
-Guild Master! I want to join Cheonmun! I'm A-rank with telekinesis ability.
-Goddess Cha Ah-Ram! I want to join too.
-Can foreigners join Cheonmun? [auto-translated]
-Does anyone know when they're recruiting guild members? I want to join.

As soon as Cha Ah-Ram appeared on screen, viewers who had been greeting them suddenly switched to bombarding her with questions about guild membership.

"Join the Cheonmun Guild? You guys? Do you think Cheonmun is that easy to get into?"

-She's joking, right?
-If it were me, I'd be training my abilities instead of wasting time typing in chat.
-Have they no shame.....

"Alright, everyone calm down."

I quickly intervened when viewers who had been quietly watching started attacking those asking about guild membership.

"We'd appreciate if you could refrain from chatting about Cheonmun or dungeons during today's stream."

-Why? Why? Why? Why?
-I want to join! I want to make tons of money with Cheonmun.
-I'm B-rank, can I at least get hired as a Porter?

Despite asking them to refrain, some viewers continued to spam the chat.

"Sigh..... Manager, please ban viewers who are spamming from now on."

After asking for bans to help focus on the stream, I launched a game I had downloaded earlier.

-Wow, the host knows this game.
-Seeing this masterpiece again here.
-But isn't this game already discontinued? How is it running?
-Oh? I just searched and there's an announcement saying service restarted yesterday.
-The game company.... Cheonmun?
-The company is Cheonmun;;
-Confirmed god-tier game.

There's a game called Crazy Arke-XX.
You place water bombs near blocks that explode after a time, destroying the blocks and dropping items.
You collect these items to improve your character's abilities and try to kill other players with water bombs.
It was a groundbreaking game that allowed two players to play on one keyboard, with cute characters and innovative settings that made it very popular when it was released.
Though now, with countless new games and the appearance of real-life dungeons and monsters that are more thrilling than games, it had become obsolete.

*I didn't expect her to buy it...*

Yesterday, when I casually mentioned wanting to play Crazy Arke-XX, Cha Ah-Ram heard me and bought the entire company that made this discontinued game to bring it back to life.

[MaStErOfLuV]

"...Ah-Ram?"

When Cha Ah-Ram created her account with a strange username, I quickly called out to her.

"What?"
"Don't you think that username is a bit much?"
"What's wrong with this username? I just mixed English and Korean."

Cha Ah-Ram responded confidently.

"If you broadcast inappropriate content, Neotube will surely warn—"
"Park Secretary, are you watching the stream? Uh... yeah, that's right. Buy all the shares of Neotube."
"Ah, Ah-Ram?"

-Wow, is this the class of the Cheonmun Guild Master?
-So now Neotube is being bought by Cheonmun too?
-The ultimate supportive wife.

After I mentioned Neotube might give a warning, Cha Ah-Ram quickly made a phone call to Park Secretary and smiled.

"It should be fine now."
"....."

Since she always only seeks love from me, I sometimes forget this side of Cha Ah-Ram.

*It feels new every time I notice it.*

The fact that Cha Ah-Ram, who could have anything she wanted, only looks at me makes me feel embarrassed but incredibly happy.

"...Ahjussi? Are you cheating on me right in front of my face?"

[LookingForGF]

"...This was my username from school days. Sorry! I'll change it right away."

-LOLOLOLOL I'm dying of laughter.
-Eun-hun;; Your future wife is a goddess, why are you looking for a girlfriend?
-This needs to be preserved for posterity lol. Did Cha Ah-Ram just call you out, Ahjussi?
-She's going to hold this over your head until you die.....
-X
-X

As I was typing my old username and about to click the duplicate check button, Cha Ah-Ram's criticism made me hurriedly return to the game window to recreate my ID. I felt a chill run down my neck.

"....."

When I cautiously turned my head, Cha Ah-Ram was smiling. She was smiling, but to my eyes, it looked like the Grim Reaper was beckoning to me from a boat.

"...Are you angry?"
"No. Why would I be angry? But... Ahjussi, did you use this username to pick up a lot of girls when you were younger?"
"No, no, never....."
"Come on, you don't need to hide it. Ah! Now I know why no women showed up when I investigated your past. You had girlfriends hidden in games, so you didn't need to meet them in real life."
"That's not it, Ah-Ram. First, calm down....."
"I'm perfectly calm! There's absolutely no reason for me to be upset. Huh? I see. So Ahjussi was actually a complete Casanova. Then everything you told me about me being your first love was all lies."

My explanations weren't getting through to Cha Ah-Ram.
How did I end up in this situation?

"...Then I'll make a new ID too."

Swish.

Cha Ah-Ram snatched the mouse from my hand and created a new ID.

[LookingForYoungBF]

-LOLOL Young
-Well, Eun-tae isn't young but old, right?
-Old lmao. He's more young than old.
-Young is the future!
-Ah-Ram noona! I'm younger than you, is that okay?
-The guy above is about to get a visit from Eun-tae.
-If they meet in person, he'll definitely be exposed as old.
-Our old man is strong. To the young lady.....
-I meant to say Young Master, not our old man. Chat mistake.....

While I was burning up inside, the chat was having a festival.

"Ahjussi, use that username."
"...I'm really sorry."
"Come on, why do you keep apologizing? You're just using the username from your school days, right?"
"....."

With my energy completely drained before even starting the game, I barely managed to create an ID and connect to the free channel 1 server.

[2:2 Retired Hunter's Viewer Participation Room]

As soon as I created the room, viewers who had been watching the stream joined.

"That was incredibly fast."

Two viewers immediately entered the room.
But their usernames were... concerning.

[YoungMasterSucksAtGames] [ImAGoodDriver]

'Young Master Sucks At Games? I'm A Good Driver?'

These are 100% members of the Cheonmun Guild.

"Good Driver? That sounds familiar."

Cha Ah-Ram beside me seemed bothered too, tilting her head repeatedly before poking my side.

"Mr. Ladies' Man, you know you can't lose, right?"
"...And our Princess who likes young men shouldn't troll either, right?"

I countered her continued jabs and clicked the game start button.

Bang. Ba-ang.

At first, everyone peacefully collected items.

Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.

Cha Ah-Ram's fingers on the number pad made cheerful sounds as she collected items, when suddenly:

"Oh? Ahjussi, save me!"

The user named ImAGoodDriver, who had gone into the bushes, must have planted a water bomb there because Cha Ah-Ram passed by and turned into a water bubble.

"Wait, I'll save—"

Boom!

If I, as her teammate, touched the bubble, she could come back to life, so I hurriedly broke through blocks to reach her. But ImAGoodDriver, who had been sending emotes near the bubble, completely killed Cha Ah-Ram.

Grind!

"...I don't know who you are, but you're dead if I catch you."
"Ah-Ram, this is just a game, calm down."

Cha Ah-Ram, who died first, was grinding her teeth with vengeance as I, focused on the game, quickly tried to calm her down.

[YoungMasterSucksAtGames: Young Master, you're really bad at games.]

The situation became 2 vs 1.
As I tried my best to collect items and avoid their combined attacks, one user who had stopped moving typed in chat.

"...What did you say?"

I'm bad at games?!
Though I stopped playing after becoming a Hunter, I used to be quite good back in the day.

[YoungMasterSucksAtGames: I've always felt frustrated watching your streams... When I heard you were accepting viewers today, I rushed to join. Let me show you how this game is played.]

The user YoungMasterSucksAtGames dodged my anger-fueled attacks with annoying ease while still having the leisure to type in chat.

Bang. Ba-ang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

Water bombs exploded, sending streams of water to the edge of the map.
Eventually, with nowhere to hide, the water hit my character and turned it into a bubble.

"...Since you've desecrated my corpse, I'll ban you."

I spoke in a cold tone to the two users who, instead of killing my bubbled character immediately, danced around me until the time limit expired.

"I thought you said it's just a game, but you're the one getting too immersed, Ahjussi."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had died earlier, spitefully threw my own words back at me.

"If you hadn't died first, we wouldn't have lost."
"What? Are you saying it's my fault?"
"Of course! How am I supposed to handle two opponents alone?"
"Ahjussi, you bragged yesterday about being so skilled! What? You said you could handle up to seven opponents? You're struggling with just two, and you talk about seven?"

-I just joined, what's happening?
-Time to get the popcorn.
-Will Eun-tae still be alive after the stream ends?
-I vote he dies.
-He won't die, but he'll get completely stripped.

Though the game had ended, viewers watching us bicker continued to laugh and focus on the stream.

* * *

"You seem to be quite good at games."
"You're good too, Manager Park."
"Well, I used to be a gaming enthusiast."

In the Cheonmun Secretariat.

Park Secretary and a nearby secretary who used to be Cha Ah-Ram's driver were having a friendly conversation.

"We need to completely crush the Young Master so he can't brag about being good at games."
"Yes, understood. Then, Park Secretary, please take care of the young lady. When she tilted her head earlier, I thought she recognized me and my heart nearly stopped."

The secretary, whose heart almost dropped when Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head in suspicion earlier, was still calming his startled heart with his palm as he and Park Secretary pledged to thoroughly destroy Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram's duo.

Ch.113 - Meeting
The World Hunter Association in Iceland.
Some members of the Cheonmun Guild remained in Iceland to help Kim Se-Bong with the cleanup.

"...Hmm."

Looking at the half-destroyed Icelandic capital of Reykjavik, Kim Se-Bong let out a groan.

*Is this truly that person's power?*

Cha Ah-Ram's Chief of Staff who had asked for his cooperation.
Though he didn't know the exact nature of his abilities, Kim Se-Bong had always sensed that fighting him recklessly would be a mistake. Still, he never imagined the man would be this powerful. Shocked, he stared endlessly at the ruined city of Reykjavik.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

One of the Korean Association Hunters dispatched to help Iceland approached Kim Se-Bong.

"The President wants you to contact him."
"The President?"
"Yes, shall I connect you?"
"...No. Tell him I'll contact him later if I have time."

It was obvious why the President wanted to speak with him. But having already reached an agreement with the Cheonmun Guild, he couldn't involve the President without Cha Ah-Ram's permission. He decided to speak with Cha Ah-Ram first before making contact.

"How are we going to restore all this?"

Though he had agreed to oversee the restoration of Iceland after reaching an agreement with Cha Ah-Ram, a dark shadow crossed Kim Se-Bong's face as he contemplated the overwhelming task.

"Heave-ho!!!"
"On the count of three, lift!"

Thanks to Park Secretary's rampage through the Icelandic city, all the Hunters were now scattered throughout, clearing away the rubble of collapsed buildings.

"H-hey! There's someone here!"
"Where? Damn it..."

Upon discovering an unconscious man with a severed ankle trapped under building debris, the Hunters stopped their demolition work and began clearing the rubble pinning him down.

"What's going on?"

Kim Se-Bong, who had been watching from a distance, approached when he heard the commotion.

"We found a survivor."
"A survivor? Who... hmm."

Kim Se-Bong stared intently at the man with cracked sunglasses and a severed ankle.

*'Love is selfish, not equal.'*

As Cha Ah-Ram's words echoed in his mind, Kim Se-Bong pointed at the unconscious man whose left side was trapped under debris.

"I'll take care of him. The rest of you continue with the demolition work."
"Yes!"

The Hunters who had gathered to clear the rubble dispersed back to their original tasks when they saw a sword of light forming in Kim Se-Bong's hand.

"John Opol..."

Kim Se-Bong knew this man's identity.
An Icelander and the leader of the Beta organization formerly run by the Association President who had been taken to the Cheonmun Guild. He was known as a Hunter who loved wealth and women, and while not as notorious as Cha Ah-Ram, the evil deeds committed by John Opol were legendary.

Slash. Slash.

Kim Se-Bong began cutting through the debris with his summoned sword of light, reducing everything to dust before looking around.

"I don't expect my choice to be the right one."

Except for the one woman who had seduced his son while he was imprisoned in the Blue House and helped him grow stronger, Kim Se-Bong had always captured criminals and handed them over to the Association regardless of their crimes, never killing them.

He had always tried to act rationally rather than emotionally to make the right choices, but Cha Ah-Ram's words about love not being equal had troubled him for a while. Eventually, he realized that it wasn't the woman he had tortured and killed who had killed his son—it was himself.

"But I won't regret my choice."

Sacrifices are inevitable when protecting someone you care about.

Swish—

Red lines began to appear on John Opol's body trapped under the debris, and he started to disappear into thin air.

"I will report this to the young lady."
"I didn't kill him because of the promise."

A Cheonmun Guild member who had been watching from behind spoke to Kim Se-Bong. With his beliefs changed, Kim Se-Bong dismissed his summoned sword.

"If there are any surviving remnants... please take care of them."

After making this request to the Cheonmun Guild member, Kim Se-Bong immediately left the scene.

* * *

Inside the restaurant, only Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram were present.

"Sigh..."
"Ahjussi, what's wrong?"
"I'm nervous."
"Why are you nervous when I'm here? Have some water."

Seeing Kim Young-Seok continuously on edge, Cha Ah-Ram poured water into a wine glass on the table and handed it to him. Despite drinking the water, he remained tense, constantly looking around. When he spotted a couple entering the restaurant, he immediately stood up.

"Hello."

The couple approached and briefly looked at Cha Ah-Ram, who was sitting with an indifferent expression, before turning to Kim Young-Seok.

"I'm Cha Ah-Ram's father. Pleased to meet you, Kim Young-Seok."
"We've met before, haven't we? I'm Cha Ah-Ram's mother. Glad to see you again."

Cha Ah-Ram's stoic father and her mother, whose resemblance to Cha Ah-Ram was undeniable, greeted Kim Young-Seok with a smile.

"Please, have a seat."

Scrape.

As everyone sat down, an awkward silence fell over the table.

"I never thought we'd have a meeting like this... Ah-Ram, thank you."

Cha Ah-Ram's mother broke the silence first, thanking her daughter when Kim Young-Seok couldn't find the words to start.

"Ahjussi introduced me to his parents, so I thought I should at least show you mine. Don't misunderstand."

Despite Cha Ah-Ram's prickly response, her mother's face brightened.

"I'm glad. But why do you call him 'Ahjussi'?"
"...What does it matter what I call him? Mind your own business."

That evening after the joint broadcast, while watching TV together in the living room after dinner, Cha Ah-Ram had hesitantly suggested meeting her parents to Kim Young-Seok.

*'Meet your father-in-law and mother-in-law?'*
*'Yes, I think it would be better...'*

Cha Ah-Ram had trailed off. Kim Young-Seok never imagined she would suggest meeting them. She had always thought negatively about her parents, and after what happened that day, he hadn't mentioned them until she brought it up herself.

*'...May I ask why?'*

He hadn't asked out of curiosity about her change of heart. He wanted to make sure she wasn't doing this because she felt obligated.

*'I met your parents, so I thought it would be strange if I didn't introduce you to mine.'*

Her unexpected answer had surprised him. Cha Ah-Ram had never been one to consider others' feelings.

*'...Thank you.'*
*'It's nothing. We're just having a meal together. So, can you meet them?'*
*'Of course. I should figure out what to wear.'*
*'You don't need to dress up.'*
*'I'm just picking my own clothes, don't worry about it.'*

Though she had suggested the meeting first, Cha Ah-Ram still seemed uncomfortable with direct conversation, constantly being snippy and avoiding eye contact.

"..."

After Cha Ah-Ram's response, her mother finally closed her mouth and silently took in the sight of her daughter.

"Ahem... Well, Kim Young-Seok, or should I call you son-in-law now?"
"Please call me whatever you're comfortable with."
"Then I'll call you son-in-law from now on."

After clearing his throat and calling me son-in-law, Cha Ah-Ram's father was joined by her mother in agreement.

"I heard that you retired as a Hunter and now do broadcasts..."
"What's wrong with that?!"

Before he could even finish, Cha Ah-Ram snapped at her father, glaring at him.

"...I'm not criticizing. I'm just curious."

Faced with Cha Ah-Ram's hostility, her father paused briefly before responding calmly.

"If my words make you uncomfortable, son-in-law, please feel free to speak up."
"Not at all. I'm not uncomfortable. Please speak freely."
"Thank you."

Her father nodded.

"Is broadcasting fun?"
"I started to make people laugh, but now I enjoy doing it myself."
"...I see."

After my calm response, her father's eyes lit up.

"Do you think viewers would increase if old folks like me started broadcasting?"
"...Honey?"
"Well, I've started traveling, and there are many beautiful landscapes. I'd like to capture them on video, and while I'm at it, I'm thinking of broadcasting."

Is he asking me about broadcasting?

"You're too old for broadcasting. Just take a nice portrait for your funeral."

Cha Ah-Ram responded bluntly. I pinched her thigh under the table.

"I think you're still quite handsome! And broadcasting doesn't discriminate by age—if it's entertaining, it'll gain popularity."
"No way. I'll stop anyone from watching it."
"Ah-Ram."
"Hmph!"

Cha Ah-Ram turned her head away defiantly. Looking at her father with an awkward expression, Kim Young-Seok said:

"I'd like to travel with Ah-Ram and broadcast too. It sounds like a great idea."
"Is that so? Then I should try broadcasting."

As the conversation stalled again and things became awkward, the pre-ordered course meal began to arrive.

"Try this. It's really delicious."
"Ah, I'll take care of Ahjussi!"

When Cha Ah-Ram's mother placed a piece of nicely grilled smoked meat on Kim Young-Seok's plate, Cha Ah-Ram glared at her, ate the meat herself, and switched her plate with his.

"Ahjussi, eat this."
"...Haha. Son-in-law... is it difficult?"
"..."
"I have some good elixir saved up. I'll send it to you later..."
"Give it to me now..."

Seeing that Cha Ah-Ram's plate contained only foods good for stamina, her father looked at me with a concerned expression. At the mention of an effective elixir, Cha Ah-Ram got excited but quickly composed herself and lowered her head.

"Well, I was planning to put it in the guild storage... but if you want it that badly, I'll give it to you."

Her father looked at Cha Ah-Ram, who had her head bowed, with a curious expression.

Ch.114 - Aftermath And Positioned (3)
Recently, the Cheonmun Guild has been experiencing extraordinary events.

They cleared an evolution-type dungeon that had never existed before, eliminated the Korean Association President, association executives, and some media outlets that handled press coverage.

Additionally, when Vice Guild Masters Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok were attacked by the Omega organization—secretly operated by the World Hunter Association—Park Secretary single-handedly invaded Iceland to exact bloody vengeance, killing hundreds of S-rank Hunters and approximately 1,000 A-rank and lower Hunters before dragging the Association President and his executives back to the Cheonmun Guild.

"Kuhack...!"

In the underground prison beneath Cheonmun.
Originally a place where viewers who posted malicious comments about Kim Young-Seok were kidnapped and tortured, it now houses the forcibly abducted Association President and executives.

"That's right."

Park Secretary, wearing a crescent smile, forces a slime into the Association President's mouth, which has been forcibly held open with a gag.

Squirm, squirm.

The President's throat convulses as the slime is forcibly stuffed down.

"Please take care of the cleanup."
"Yes, sir."

As the Association President, having swallowed an entire slime, begins to dissolve from the inside and bleed from every orifice, Park Secretary speaks impassively to the secretary standing behind him before taking the elevator up to the secretarial office.

"Now... one thing left."

Originally, Park Secretary had planned to end his week-long vacation by personally finishing off the remaining Omega stragglers and the Alpha and Beta organizations, but after seeing Cha Ah-Ram's furious expression, he ultimately left the task to guild members and now recalls another major upcoming event.

"A wedding..."

Honestly, Park Secretary never imagined Cha Ah-Ram would get married.
Though he didn't know her as a child, from their first meeting, Cha Ah-Ram had been twisted. Well, all Hunters were twisted to some extent, but Cha Ah-Ram was exceptionally so.
She couldn't even imagine trusting anyone, and even harbored hatred toward her parents who gave birth to her and served as Guild Masters.

Cha Ah-Ram, who never gave even a grain of rice's worth of affection to anyone, began to change gradually at some point.
As if the moment she had been waiting for had arrived, she began to transform. She would disappear every night to meet someone, and Park Secretary noticed the sharp edge in her expression slowly cracking each morning when she came to work. Then, when she officially began seeing the man she loved, a dramatic change occurred.

"Heh. What a surprising turn of events."

Park Secretary laughs and shakes his head as he thinks of Kim Young-Seok.
Has anyone else lived such a dramatic life?
After awakening his ability and working as a C-rank Hunter—a porter—moving from dungeon to dungeon, he began performing good deeds almost fanatically after losing his parents.

*The Young Master and Miss are complete opposites.*

Kim Young-Seok lived as if willing to sacrifice his own life to save others.
Who would have thought that someone with a C-rank ability—as common as a pebble on the street—would match with Cha Ah-Ram, who possessed the world's strongest ability and two more abilities secretly hidden? Even now, it's hard to tell if this is a dream or reality.

There have been cases of B-rank Hunters and S-rank Hunters falling in love and getting married, but they ultimately divorced because their married lives were incompatible.
Well, the difference in rank certainly creates financial issues, but the biggest problem would be the inferiority complex a B-rank Hunter would feel toward an S-rank Hunter.

*Now it's really happening—a wedding.*

But a C-rank Hunter and an S-rank Hunter? And Cha Ah-Ram, the head of the Cheonmun Guild at that—could he truly love her without feeling inferior? Despite daily doubts, the two ultimately fit together like they were made for each other.

Ding!

"Everyone, attention."

As the elevator arrives at the secretarial floor and the doors open, Park Secretary immediately enters the office and draws the attention of the secretaries working there.
As they pause their work and look at him:

"From now on, we will not accept any requests and focus solely on preparing for Miss and Young Master's wedding. Hye-ji, how is the wedding venue coming along?"
"Of the three candidate venues we shortlisted, we've acquired the best one and are currently remodeling it."
"How's the progress?"
"Based on the estimates from the country's top construction artisans, it should be completed within a week at the latest."
"A week..."

Park Secretary strokes his chin, thinking.

"What about the invitations?"
"Regarding invitations, we were planning to send them to heads of state from various countries and guilds friendly with Cheonmun Guild, but the Young Master said he would personally select the recipients and create the invitations. So we haven't distributed the ones we prepared."
"The Young Master personally?"
"Yes."
"I'll ask him about that directly later."

After checking the details of Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram's wedding, Park Secretary says:

"And about the seats for the Young Master's family."

Everyone working at Cheonmun knows that Kim Young-Seok has not a single family member left in this world.
Yet Park Secretary deliberately brings this up:

"What if we place photos of his family members on those seats?"
"...Of the deceased? If we place such things at a happy occasion like a wedding, it might upset Miss."

No matter if they are Kim Young-Seok's parents, this isn't a solo wedding.
This is also Cha Ah-Ram's first and last wedding, so placing photos of deceased people could be considered unlucky, so the guild member asks cautiously.

"Miss will definitely welcome it."

Park Secretary had once entered Cha Ah-Ram's office—no longer the Vice Guild Master's office but the Guild Master's office—and heard her talking about Kim Young-Seok's parents.

"Just for giving birth to the Young Master, they are great benefactors to the Cheonmun Guild."
"Ah...! I see."

The guild member reacts strongly to Park Secretary's words.

"With that in mind, let's place photos of the Young Master's family on the chairs. Are the flowers prepared?"
"The Young Master said he would personally supply those as well."

Seeing another trace of Kim Young-Seok's involvement, Park Secretary looks puzzled.

"The Young Master personally? How? Is he buying them from a shop?"
"I don't think that's it."

The secretary smiles gently.

"I once visited his residence to guard him... and saw pink roses blooming in the garden in his backyard. I think the Young Master plans to use those flowers."
"...Ah, roses."

Park Secretary recalls that the Young Master once went to a flower shop in town, where Cheonmun Guild had artificially created an event for him to win and take whatever he wanted.
What he took was definitely pink roses.

"He was already well-prepared."

Park Secretary, who occasionally conversed with Kim Young-Seok when he visited the Cheonmun Guild, had only offered advice about the wedding, seeing how uncomfortable the topic made him.

"Then, let's coordinate the exact schedule once the remodeling is complete."
"Yes, sir."
"Now then..."

Park Secretary takes out his phone and calls someone.


* * *


June. The season when the chilly weather passes and it starts to get warmer.
It's also the time when pale pink roses bloom in full.

Kim Young-Seok, watering the garden in his backyard, looks contentedly at the fully bloomed roses.

"They're growing well."

When he first brought these roses home, it was simply because he won an event and was told to take something. Cha Ah-Ram came to mind, so he took them without much thought.
Kim Young-Seok never expected that he would use these roses for their wedding.

Ring ring ring—

While adjusting the water pressure to avoid damaging the roses, his phone vibrates in his pocket.

"It's Park Secretary?"

Looking at the screen and seeing Park Secretary's number, he tilts his head in confusion before answering.

"Hello?"
[Hello, Young Master. This is Park Secretary.]
"Yes, is something wrong?"

Since Park Secretary had only spoken to him when he occasionally visited the Cheonmun Guild and had never called him before, Kim Young-Seok tenses up, assuming something has happened.

[Nothing's wrong. I just wanted to talk with you for a bit.]
"Talk with me? But yesterday..."
[That was when you were with Miss, wasn't it? I'd like to have a relaxed conversation over drinks, man to man. Are you busy?]
"I'm not busy... but Ah-Ram might get angry."
[Hahaha. Are you already under her thumb? That's... not good. I'll explain it well to Miss, so if you don't have plans tonight, how about having a drink?]

At the mention of drinking, Kim Young-Seok's mouth waters, and he nods slightly.

"If you can explain it well to Ah-Ram... I'd be happy to."
[Then I'll visit your home with Miss this evening.]
"Okay, I'll make sure not to make other plans."
[Thank you. I'll see you soon then.]

Click.

After hanging up, Kim Young-Seok thinks Park Secretary's sudden invitation to drink is strange, but believing he won't cause any trouble, he stops watering and heads inside to prepare for his broadcast.


* * *


"You and the old man?"
"Yes, Miss. Would you lend the Young Master to me just for today?"
"...No."

Looking at Cha Ah-Ram in the backseat through the rearview mirror, Park Secretary smiles gently.

"You'll be together for the rest of your lives, won't you? Just for tonight, let me have a drink with the Young Master..."
"If I can't be with him for every moment in this life, even a minute or second with you seems too precious to waste."
"..."

*Since falling in love, even her words have become beautiful.*

Her daily vocabulary used to be half curses: "Should I kill you?" "Die," "Bug," "Trash," and so on.
Witnessing this tremendous development firsthand, Park Secretary bursts into laughter.

"Miss, women should play hard to get. If you cling too much, the Young Master might get scared."
"Park Secretary, he's different from the people you know."

Lovesick?
Beyond that level—she's praising him like some fanatic.

"Still, everyone needs personal time occasionally. Especially Hunters who used to run dungeons—even if they're in love, being with the same person all the time can make them want to break free."
"...So that's why you want to borrow him today?"
"Yes, I want to help the Young Master release his pent-up emotions and talk to him man to man."
"Hmm..."

Cha Ah-Ram crosses her arms and contemplates for a while.
Eventually, as Kim Young-Seok's house comes into view:

"Until when?"
"Pardon?"
"Until when will you be drinking?"
"I haven't decided that yet."
"Two hours, max. I can't give more than that."

Two hours?
Isn't that too stingy?
But Park Secretary doesn't argue.

"Then I'll be with the Young Master for two hours."
"...Fine."

Cha Ah-Ram finally agrees.

Ch.115 - Aftermath And Positioned (4)
The moonlight shone softly through the darkness.
Kim Young-Seok and Park Secretary headed into town and entered a nearly empty pub, ordering chicken and beer before settling into a corner table.

"It's been a while... well, not really."

Young-Seok smiled awkwardly, remembering that Cha Ah-Ram had been with them the last time they visited a pub.

"It's been ages since I've had a drink outside," said Park Secretary.
"Really?"
"Well, being the first wife and all, hahaha..."

Young-Seok immediately recognized the exaggerated laughter and gave Park Secretary a sympathetic look.

"...You don't think you'll end up the same way, Young Master?"
"..."
"I bet the Agassi will be even more possessive than my wife."
"I'm prepared for that."
"Prepared? Hmph."
"Let me pour you some draft beer first."

An employee set down frosty glasses of bubbling beer on the table and left. Park Secretary watched the employee walk away, then grabbed his glass eagerly and extended it toward Young-Seok.

Clink.

Young-Seok also took his glass, clinked it against Park Secretary's, and took a big gulp.

"Ahh! There's nothing like beer outside the house, I tell you."
"..."
"Where were we? Ah, you said you're prepared?"

Park Secretary removed his jacket and loosened his tight necktie, placing them on the adjacent seat before speaking to Young-Seok with a serious expression.

"Since I'm older than you, would it be okay if I spoke casually when we're in private?"
"I'd welcome it. Big Bro?"
"Heh. As expected, Young-Seok is such a gentleman."

Clap, clap, clap.

Park Secretary, who had maintained a perfectly composed demeanor until now, burst into cheerful laughter and applauded.

"The Agassi is a bit peculiar? No, very peculiar."
"...Ahem, saying such things in front of me won't..."
"No, you know it too, don't you?"

Park Secretary quickly adopted the familiar speech pattern after being called "Big Bro."

"The Agassi has lived without knowing the emotion of love until now. You know her difficult personality, right? Many people have suffered because of it. Ah, not that she killed innocent people... well, actually she did hold people collectively responsible. But as long as no one provoked her, she kept to herself and never let anyone get close—until she met you."
"And?"

Young-Seok listened with a curious expression as Park Secretary began gossiping about his future wife right in front of him.

"In other words, to the Agassi, you're not simply someone she loves. It's more like... she's chosen you as her lifelong partner, all or nothing."
"...Isn't that the same thing?"

To Young-Seok, loving someone meant naturally wanting to be with them forever.

"...You were also a relationship virgin like the Agassi, right? Sorry."
"...I'm going to tell Ah-Ram everything you're saying."

Young-Seok, offended by Park Secretary suddenly calling him a relationship virgin, threatened to report everything to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Ah, sorry, sorry! Please don't do that."

Park Secretary winked playfully.

*So this is his true personality.*

"Young-Seok, remember this. Most people who experience first love burn hot and cool down quickly. But rarely, some succeed in marriage and live happily..."

Park Secretary took a swig of beer and continued with a concerned expression.

"Marrying the Agassi will be incomparable to other people's marriages."
"I'm prepared for that too."

Cha Ah-Ram, now the Guild Master of the Cheonmun Guild, an S-rank Hunter at the pinnacle of all Hunters. A woman who lacked nothing, and even if she did, she could quickly obtain it.

"I know I'm lacking in many ways, so our marriage might be rocky..."
"Rocky? Young-Seok, did you not understand what I'm saying?"

Park Secretary chewed on some squid that had arrived earlier with the beer.

"The Agassi will be obsessed with your every move. Sure, you were a C-rank Hunter and couldn't compare to the Agassi's wealth, but she doesn't care about that in the slightest."

He demonstrated with the tip of his fingernail to emphasize his point.

"You'll just be very tired."
"...I'm already very tired."

Young-Seok shook his head, recalling how Cha Ah-Ram would wake him up every night when he turned away from her, climbing on top of him.

"Hahaha... Really? I never had stamina problems."
"I envy you. I've been desperately eating anything supposedly good for stamina..."
"Ah, so that's why the Agassi ordered me to buy all the elixirs at the auction yesterday. You really are having a tough time. So, how is it?"
"What?"

With a lewd smile, Park Secretary made a circle with his left thumb and index finger, then inserted and withdrew his right index finger.

"How's your compatibility? Stamina aside, good compatibility is essential for an enjoyable honeymoon, right?"
"..."

Young-Seok's face reddened at Park Secretary's explicit gesture, and he lowered his head silently.

"From what you said earlier, it sounds like you're doing it every night... Why so shy? My wife and I had such great compatibility that we spent our entire one-month honeymoon vacation in bed."
"O-one month? Is that even possible?"
"It is. And you'll probably be able to do it too."
"Me? I could?"
"This was actually one of the personal matters I wanted to discuss..."
"Your spicy chicken order is ready."

Just as the conversation was about to reach an important point, an employee approached and placed the ordered chicken on the table.

"Anyway, you can do it too. Because you're still at C-rank with just one ability."
"What do you mean by that?"

What did he mean by staying at C-rank with one ability? Young-Seok couldn't imagine what Park Secretary was talking about, so he asked again.

"Young-Seok, you think the Hellfire and X-ray vision abilities the Agassi has, or Baek Seol-Ah's Immunity ability, are innate, right?"
"...Yes."
"Why do you think the world ranks Hunters by grade?"
"What?"
"And why does the Hunter Association update Hunters' ranks annually based on their abilities? Have you ever thought about this?"
"No. I just thought they upgraded ranks as abilities became more skilled..."
"Young-Seok, is there much difference between the ability you used when you first awakened and the one you use now?"
"Difference? Hmm..."

After thinking for a moment, Young-Seok shook his head.

"No difference."
"Right. Even for me, there's not much difference between when I first awakened and now. If anything, I can use my ability fewer times as my body ages. Well, that was in the past—now I can use it more than in my prime thanks to the Elixir the Agassi gave me. But that's not the important part..."

Gulp, gulp.

Park Secretary, who had been explaining at length, finished his remaining beer as his throat seemed to dry.

"Excuse me! Another draft beer, please."

After ordering another beer, he continued.

"There's a limit to how many abilities a person can have, but that doesn't apply to you. Your body has become similar to a B-rank Hunter's after drinking the Elixir the Agassi gave you. Furthermore, your cells were reconstructed and rejuvenated after receiving Baek Seol-Ah's Regeneration ability. I'd need to test it to be sure, but I can define you like this: you could become at least an A-rank Hunter."
"...A-A-rank Hunter?"
"Yes, specifically, there's a condition that you need to awaken abilities through training to become an A-rank or higher Hunter, but that should be correct."

Could he become an A-rank Hunter?
As an active C-rank Hunter, he had never blamed his abilities when entering dungeons. He thought he was contributing significantly as a Porter even without combat power...
But when he faced a Death Knight in an evolved SSS-rank dungeon, Young-Seok resented his limited abilities for the first time.

If only he had stronger abilities.
He wasn't even asking for something powerful.
Just something more useful—wouldn't that have made clearing the dungeon easier?
Also, though he never showed it, he sometimes felt pathetic having to move under Cha Ah-Ram's protection.

And now Park Secretary was telling him he could become at least an A-rank Hunter.

"I-I don't mean to belittle others' efforts, but I've trained harder than most people."
"Ah, physical training will never produce acquired abilities."
"...Is that true? This is the first time I've heard about this."
"Only four people in Korea know this, and fewer than ten in the entire world."
"...Why haven't you made this public..."
"Why, you ask?"

Park Secretary's eyes turned cold at Young-Seok's question.

"If the world knew that acquired abilities could be unlocked, powerful enemies threatening the Cheonmun Guild would surely appear. The Agassi might scoff, but at least I want to maintain my current position."
"..."
"Ah? Sorry. I got a bit too serious there."

Park Secretary, whose voice had been tinged with killing intent, quickly regained his composure and smiled awkwardly.

"I'm telling you this because I'd like you to become at least an S-rank Hunter."
"...Why are you telling me this now?"
"You mean why I didn't tell you from the beginning?"

Young-Seok nodded at Park Secretary's question.

"Isn't it obvious? Even with the Agassi's obsession, if you hadn't wanted to stay with her until the end, you would have been my enemy."
"..."

Young-Seok's expression grew serious as he glimpsed a hidden part of Park Secretary's inner self.

"But now the situation has changed, right? You've already become the co-Guild Master of our Cheonmun Guild. And you're marrying the Agassi. I want to make you a Hunter who might not surpass the Agassi but at least one who can stand against her."

Young-Seok was surprised by Park Secretary's talk of standing against Cha Ah-Ram, especially since Park Secretary had always jumped at any opportunity to help her.

"Don't misunderstand. I'm not saying you should oppose the Agassi... I just want you to have a marriage where you can act according to your own principles without being pushed around, and enjoy it."

Park Secretary emptied the newly arrived beer glass in one shot and ordered another.

"Act according to my principles without being pushed around?"
"I'm speaking from experience. Marriage can never be maintained by love alone. You need to fight and get angry sometimes to understand the other person better. Right now, you're probably happy just looking at each other, right? I understand that feeling. But someday you'll understand. And when that time comes, you'll thank your past self for creating acquired abilities."
"..."
"This place makes good chicken. Try some."

Unlike Young-Seok, who had just had one beer since entering the pub, Park Secretary's plate was already piled high with bare chicken bones.

"How do you awaken acquired abilities?"
"How? Well... When you first awakened your ability, a circuit that allows you to use abilities was forcibly created in your body. It hurt a lot when you awakened, right?"
"Yes."

Like flesh being carved out and bones being scraped with an awl? It was unbearably painful.

"You need to recall that feeling and reach an extreme situation."
"Y-you want me to go through that again?"

Become at least an A-rank Hunter? Or experience that unbearable pain again that he never wanted to feel twice? Young-Seok stood at this crossroads.

"By the way, awakening an acquired ability is about twice as painful as what you experienced before. And if you awaken a third ability, the pain increases fourfold from the second time."
"..."

Young-Seok remained silent as his body already ached just imagining it.

"Well, you don't have to do it if you don't want to. But... are you going to spend your whole life underneath the Agassi, just crying? If it were me, I'd do it right away."
"...I'll do it."

Park Secretary, who had been needling Young-Seok, finally smiled when he agreed.

"Don't worry, I'm a master in this field. I've opened up acquired abilities for all my subordinates, so it'll be easy for you too. More importantly, if you eat so timidly like that, the Agassi won't love you. I get slapped at home if I just sit quietly like that."

After making this comment that could be either a joke or serious, Park Secretary ordered more beer and snacks.

"Now that we've agreed on opening your abilities, shall we talk about something else?"

Park Secretary, who had been eating chicken while suggesting a change of topic, pulled out an envelope from his pocket.

"Young-Seok, become the Association President."
"...What?"
"Originally, I was pushing to get you the World Hunter Association President position, but the Agassi had already finished talking with Kim Se-Bong. Well, a sparrow in hand is worth a dove on the roof... You should take the currently vacant Korean Association President position. I'll make sure the law allows you to hold both positions simultaneously as the Cheonmun Guild Master, so all you need to do is sit in that seat."

Young-Seok was stunned by Park Secretary's sudden suggestion that he become the Korean Association President.

Ch.116 - Marriage (1)
When Kim Young-Seok showed a confused expression at Park Secretary's suggestion to become the Association President, Park Secretary spoke up.

"I'm not forcing you to become the Association President. But I'd like you to take the position."
"Why are you asking me to become the Association President?"
"Why?"
"....."

He didn't even know what Association executives did, let alone what an Association President would do.
Wasn't asking someone who knew nothing to suddenly become the Association President basically the same as asking him to be a figurehead?

"The reason I'm recommending you for Association President....."

Park Secretary thought deeply before continuing.

"I mentioned it earlier, didn't I? I want you and Agassi to be equals. There's already a huge gap between you in terms of power and wealth, right?"
"......"
"Agassi would be fine with it. Her feelings for you won't change even if you don't have a home. I can stake my life on that. But... what about you? Will you be okay every time you see her?"
"I did feel that way before, but now....."
"Yes, now... Now you think, 'I love her, so we'll adjust to each other.' That's what you're thinking, right?"

Park Secretary rested both elbows on the table, looking at me intently.

"How long can that last? One year? Two years? Or ten years? Even if you're a saint, if she always has more than you and protects you with greater power, do you think you—someone who's lived responsibly and diligently—can endure that? I don't think so."
"....."

That could be true.
Even now, comparing his helpless self in the dungeon to Cha Ah-Ram who took responsibility for everyone's lives, anger toward himself had welled up.

"I've never talked about my wife... but the woman I love is a civilian. A civilian with no abilities whatsoever."

He took a big gulp of beer with a bitter smile.

"I always tell my wife not to worry about it, that we should focus that energy on our daughter instead. But you know what? I once saw my wife get angry at our daughter."
"....."
"Do you know why she got angry at our innocent daughter?"
".....You don't have to tell me if it's difficult."

Park Secretary wore a pained expression.
Kim Young-Seok spoke carefully, but Park Secretary waved his hand.

"She said, 'You need something special to help your father when you grow up, so why are you so ordinary? Is it because of my blood that you're stupid?' To our young daughter who hadn't even Awakened yet... Speaking as if looking at herself... I felt so sorry."

So he felt sorry...

"And on top of that, Agassi gave me an Elixir to save my life, which changed me to this."

Park Secretary lamented how he had been turning into a handsome middle-aged man with gradually forming wrinkles, but after taking the Elixir, he changed to look like someone in his early twenties, just like me.

"I wanted to grow old together... but since my wife is a civilian... I can't even do that anymore. But you're different."
"....."

Park Secretary's pupils reflected Kim Young-Seok as he spoke.

"You're a Hunter with a body of high potential. I'm recommending the Association President position because I don't want you to experience the pain that my wife and I feel. So... will you try it? Becoming the Association President?"

Park Secretary pushed the documents he was holding toward me with sad eyes.

"You will, right?"

As Kim Young-Seok began reading the documents placed before him, Park Secretary asked.

"I....."

Kim Young-Seok conveyed his carefully considered decision to Park Secretary.


* * *


"Ahjussi! Ugh..... you smell like alcohol! I told you to come quickly, why are you so late! Do you know what time it is?!"

When Kim Young-Seok arrived home and opened the front door, he caught Cha Ah-Ram who came running from the living room.

"I'm sorry. The alcohol was so good that I kept drinking."
"I clearly told him to send you back early... and he disobeyed? Next time, don't drink with Park Secretary. If you want to drink, have drinks with me at home."
"Drinking with Ah-Ram would be nice too, but drinking with Park Secretary was also good. So don't be too angry, okay?"

*Smooch*

Kim Young-Seok, his face flushed from alcohol, kissed Cha Ah-Ram's forehead and smiled with his eyes, melting away her anger.

"But what were two men talking about that you drank until this hour?"

4:55 AM.
Cha Ah-Ram pointed at the clock that was approaching 5 o'clock.

"Ah, what we talked about... Park Secretary taught me the attitude a married man should have."
".....A married man?"
"Yes."

For a moment, Kim Young-Seok's eyes wavered greatly, but Cha Ah-Ram, being held in his arms, couldn't see it.

"What did he say?"
"First, I should always listen to whatever Ah-Ram says."
".....He gave good advice."
"Also, even if I'm by your side, you might not know, so I should always tell you I love you with my mouth so you know."
"What else?"
"What else? Hmm....."

After thinking for a moment about Cha Ah-Ram whining in his arms.

"He did say that to live happily ever after, I should help with housework... but you don't do housework, do you?"
"What? What did you say? I know how to do it, you know?"
"Really? Our Ah-Ram knew how to do it. I didn't know that."

Kim Young-Seok's speech was becoming increasingly slurred.

"Ahjussi, let's wash up and go to bed."
".....Yes. I want to sleep soon too."

Cha Ah-Ram looked around, brought Kim Young-Seok inside, and closed the front door.
She helped the increasingly disoriented Kim Young-Seok wash up, changed him into comfortable clothes, and laid him on the bed.

"I! Suddenly don't feel sleepy."
"No. You're sleepy now."
"I don't want to sleep..... heeheeng."

Kim Young-Seok made a sad face.
Cha Ah-Ram smiled and said.

"Even if our Ahjussi isn't sleepy, you need to sleep, okay? Otherwise, you can't play with me."
".....Can't play? That won't do."
"Then let's do 'ko'."

Cha Ah-Ram pulled the blanket up to his chest and slowly patted the left side of his chest where his heart was, putting the whining Kim Young-Seok to sleep.

A little later.

Leaving the sleeping Kim Young-Seok in the room, Cha Ah-Ram carefully closed the door and came out to the living room.

"Didn't I tell you to send him back early?"
".....I'm sorry."

Park Secretary, who had been drinking with Kim Young-Seok, was sitting in the living room, though it wasn't clear when he had come in.

"Sit there."

Cha Ah-Ram gestured to stop Park Secretary who was about to stand up, then went into the kitchen and asked him.

"Coffee? Or tea?"
"Are you making it yourself, Agassi?"
"Who else would make it?"
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram making coffee?
Although the current situation was hard to believe, under Cha Ah-Ram's staring eyes.

"I, I'm fine with cold water."
"Cold water? Alright."

She sat down across from him with a cup of coffee for herself and the cold water Park Secretary had asked for.

"Thank you."
"......"

*Sip*

Silently fixing her gaze on Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram drank her coffee.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes."

After downing the cold water Cha Ah-Ram had given him in one shot, Park Secretary, who had been fidgeting anxiously waiting for Cha Ah-Ram to speak, quickly responded.

"What did Ahjussi say?"
"About the Association President position?"
"Yes, you did talk about it, but I also think Ahjussi would be more suited to being the Association President than doing broadcast work, so I agreed... but....."
"....."

*Tap tap tap*

Tapping her finger on the table.

"Ahjussi's opinion is the most important. So did he say he'd do it?"

At Cha Ah-Ram's question, Park Secretary recalled Kim Young-Seok reading the documents he had given him and answering.

"No. He said he wouldn't do it."
".....He wouldn't? Why?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who thought she knew Kim Young-Seok better than anyone, had expected him to accept.

"He said it wasn't his dream."
".....Dream?"

Cha Ah-Ram had been so busy loving him that she forgot to ask Kim Young-Seok what his dream was.
But given that his life was filled with traces of saving people and entering dungeons, with her suddenly barging into his life, it wasn't too difficult to infer what future he dreamed of.

"Did he say he wants to save people? Is that why he refused to be the Association President?"
"No."

Park Secretary shook his head.

"He said he doesn't want to do it because he wants to be with you, Agassi."
"With me?"
"Yes, he said that even if we reduce the workload, being the Association President would inevitably require attention, but Young Master wants to focus only on you until he dies. He said that's his recent dream."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram's face began to turn red.

"He said what he wants is to stay here, do broadcasts, and live happily with you, so I couldn't persuade him further. Oh? Agassi, are you feeling unwell?"

Knowing that her face had turned red but pretending not to notice, Park Secretary asked, which annoyed Cha Ah-Ram, who quickly turned her head.

"Shut up..... So the Association President position is completely off the table?"
"Yes, I'll have to look for someone else to fill the Korean Association President position."
"Good, I'll leave that to you. By the way..... did you talk about the acquired ability?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes suddenly sparkled as she asked Park Secretary.

"He showed a positive response regarding the awakening of acquired abilities."
"Really?"

At Park Secretary's words, Cha Ah-Ram's cheeks twitched as she tried to hold back a smile.

"Soon, I will personally unlock Young Master's acquired ability....."
"You will?"
"Yes, it would be better if I, with my 100% success rate, unlock it....."
"I'll do it, so you stay out of it."

It wasn't that she didn't trust Park Secretary.
But having seen how Park Secretary unlocked his subordinates' abilities, Cha Ah-Ram shook her head and said she would do it herself, fearing she might go crazy if he did the same to Kim Young-Seok.

"You'll do it, Agassi? But you've never unlocked someone else's ability before, have you?"
"You can teach me."
"....."
"Anyway, I'm not letting you handle Ahjussi, so keep that in mind."
".....Yes."

After this conversation, silence fell for a while.

"So... how far has 'that' progressed?"
"It will be finished soon, I'm told."
"Good, report back to me when it's done."
"Yes."

Ch.117 - Marriage (2)
About two weeks after talking with Secretary Park, Cha Ah-Ram received a text message while working at the guild.

[My Love: Ahjussi! Can you come to the guild today?]

Come to the guild?
I glanced at my watch and realized it was almost time for my broadcast.

[Me: Is it urgent?]

Ah-Ram usually doesn't ask me to come to the guild, so I was worried something might be wrong. After sending the text, I changed into my outdoor clothes.

Ding.

[My Love: If it's not urgent, are you not coming?]
[Me: Why say such hurtful things? Of course I'm coming to see Ah-Ram.]

It seemed like she was calling me to prepare for the wedding, so I quickly texted back that I was on my way and headed out the door.


* * *


"Would this be safe enough?"
"If we do it this way, there's a risk the right mana circuit will get blocked and burst."
"Really? Then how about this?"

In the training hall in the guild's basement, Secretary Park and Cha Ah-Ram were examining something with serious expressions.

"Rather than that, wouldn't it be safer to reduce the risk by decreasing the number of mana circuits connected to the heart?"
"But that would reduce the power, wouldn't it?"

When Cha Ah-Ram had first told Secretary Park she would help unlock Kim Young-Seok's ability, she had initially insisted on doing it safely. But as she learned more, her ambition grew, and she suggested connecting more mana circuits. Now Secretary Park was scratching his head in bewilderment as he looked at her.

"Agassi, forcibly unlocking an ability is already dangerous. We're only attempting this procedure because the young master's potential ability is high. If his potential had been lower, I would have refused even if he had asked for it himself, due to the extreme risk."

Secretary Park explained with a rigid expression, his concern for Kim Young-Seok evident. Sensing this, Cha Ah-Ram finally pouted and said:

"...But this way we can't unlock up to S-rank."
"S-rank, you say?"

Surprised by the sudden mention of S-rank, Secretary Park asked again. Cha Ah-Ram sat on the floor, drawing circles with her finger as she spoke softly.

"Well, wouldn't it be better if Ahjussi were S-rank too?"
"Why are you suddenly talking about S-rank? Wasn't A-rank the initial goal?"

Unlocking to A-rank was already dangerous, and now S-rank? Secretary Park asked again, not understanding why she would mention S-rank when he had thoroughly explained cases of people dying while forcibly unlocking abilities.

"...I read that when Hunters have matching ranks, their married life is more enjoyable."
"I see."

Hearing her quiet explanation, Secretary Park immediately understood why she was fixated on S-rank and nodded. It was a common issue. There was plenty of information circulating about what happens when Hunters with different ranks marry, with statistics showing a 95% divorce rate when there's a significant rank gap.

And the gap between Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok was enormous—between the peak of S-rank and a C-rank who had been working as a Porter.

"Are you not confident?"
"...What?"
"Confident in loving and trusting the young master until the end..."

BANG!

"...Ugh!!!"

Secretary Park, who had been speaking to Cha Ah-Ram, found himself pinned against the training hall wall with her hand around his throat.

"You! You! Before I tear you to pieces, say that again!!!"

With murderous intent, Cha Ah-Ram positioned her left hand flat against Secretary Park's stomach and spoke.

"Say it again? Gladly. I asked if you lack confidence in loving and trusting him until the—ARGH!"

Cha Ah-Ram's left hand pierced through Secretary Park's abdomen.

"How d-dare you doubt my love for Ahjussi?!"
"If you're confident in your love, why do you care about rank differences?!"

Secretary Park shouted with all his might at the trembling, enraged Cha Ah-Ram.

"What?"
"Your love for the young master—if that feeling doesn't change, isn't that enough? So why are you forcing S-rank on him? Are you perhaps embarrassed that he's C-rank?"
"No!!!"

At the suggestion that she might be embarrassed, she pulled her hand from his abdomen and was about to stab him again when—

"Agassi, I believe in you."

Her left hand froze mid-motion.

"Wasn't the purpose of unlocking his ability to prevent criticism when he takes the Association President position? Why suddenly S-rank?"
"..."

Slowly, the strength left Cha Ah-Ram's right hand that had been gripping his neck, and Secretary Park slumped to the floor with his back against the wall.

"...What if Ahjussi finds me frightening?"

After remaining silent, Cha Ah-Ram finally spoke, and Secretary Park gave her an incredulous look.

"If he found you frightening, he would have avoided you from the moment you met."
"That's true."

Though he had initially called her a monster and feared her, Ahjussi had still come looking for her when she left his house and walked alone in the rain.

"And if he feared the rank difference, he would have pushed you away before your love grew."

Secretary Park murmured, thinking of Kim Young-Seok.

*What an amusing man.*

He was a type Secretary Park had never seen before in the underworld. When he had investigated him, Kim Young-Seok was someone who sacrificed himself for others but never did anything for himself. But at some point, he had started to care for himself—or rather, he protected himself to protect someone else. At first, Secretary Park thought it was for his dungeon comrades, but gradually he saw that focus shift to Agassi.

"...Cough. A-Agassi."

Covering the wound in his abdomen with his left hand, Secretary Park looked at Cha Ah-Ram.

"The young master I know won't change. As long as you don't change, all your worries? They're completely unnecessary."


* * *


When I arrived at the guild building after receiving Ah-Ram's text, I entered the first-floor hall.

"Young Master, you've arrived!"

All the Cheonmun Guild members passing by bowed deeply to me in greeting.

"H-hello."

No matter how many times I see it, I can't get used to such powerful greetings, so I lowered my head as I responded.

"Young Master, this way."

A guild member who had approached me led the way. Following his guidance to the training hall in the basement, I saw Cha Ah-Ram sitting cross-legged on the polished marble floor with her eyes closed.

"Ah-Ram."

Twitch.

Her ears moved slightly as if she sensed my arrival, but she remained completely still.

*Oh really?*

She called me all the way here and now she's pretending not to notice me? Suddenly feeling playful, I walked toward her.

"My heavenly husband has arrived, and you don't even acknowledge me?"

As I approached Cha Ah-Ram with this teasing I'd never tried before, I noticed her skin was redder than usual.

"Is Ah-Ram sleeping?"

I sat beside her in her cross-legged position and whispered in her ear, making it twitch.

"I. Love. You."

When whispering and blowing on her ear didn't work, I pulled out my final move.

Flash.

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, which had remained closed despite my calls, suddenly opened, and she turned her head to meet my gaze.

"Is something wrong?"

Her pupils trembled slightly. Immediately realizing this wasn't the usual Cha Ah-Ram, I quickly embraced her with concern. Only then did she wrap her arms around my waist and hold me tightly.

"Ahjussi."

Her voice was flat, but I didn't let my guard down and instead stroked her head as I asked:

"What's wrong?"
"...Ahjussi."

She kept calling me "Ahjussi" repeatedly.

"I'm right here."
"Have you ever regretted being a C-rank Hunter?"

Surprised by her sudden question about regret, I tried to figure out why she was asking this but couldn't come up with an answer, so I responded honestly.

"Regrets...? Yes, I have."
"...You have?"
"Of course. It's human nature to want to sit when standing, lie down when sitting, and sleep when lying down."

Especially as a Hunter who wandered from dungeon to dungeon, it would be strange not to have regrets. Well, from Cha Ah-Ram's perspective, having grown up under parents who achieved the first S-rank Hunter status from birth, she might not understand the emotions I've harbored. But I still don't understand the intent behind her sudden question about regrets.

"Then, if you could become stronger, would you be willing to take risks to achieve it?"

Stronger? Risk? Achieve?

*Could it be?*

Did Cha Ah-Ram find out about the ability unlocking that Secretary Park said he would do for me?

"Did you know Secretary Park offered to unlock my ability?"

I counter-questioned her as she looked at me with desperate eyes.

"I knew."
"So that's why you're asking if I regret it and if I want to become stronger."

I finally understood. From Cha Ah-Ram's perspective, she probably doesn't want me to do something risky. But...

"I understand what you're thinking, but I want to undergo the ability unlocking."
"What?"

She must have been worried because I'm going through with the ability unlocking. Though I can't see her expression while embracing her, I can feel it through her voice.

"Don't oppose the ability unlocking. I really want to receive it and..."
"Why would I oppose it?"
"Huh?"
"What are you talking about, Ahjussi?"

What's going on? It seems like we're talking past each other.

"Aren't you against it?"

I asked cautiously, and she patted my back repeatedly.

"Why would I be against it? I'd be happy if you became stronger."
"...You would?"
"That wasn't my intention in asking."
"Then what was your intention?"

Welcoming my decision to undergo ability unlocking, Ah-Ram didn't answer my question for a moment...

"Ahjussi, don't you want to become even stronger?"
"If I receive the ability unlocking, I can become stronger, right? Are there cases where that doesn't happen?"

There were no such cases in the materials Secretary Park gave me.

"That's not what I mean. I heard you're aiming for A-rank."
"That's right."

A-rank might be insignificant compared to S-rank, but it's undeniably among the top-tier Hunters among all awakened ones.

"What I'm saying is, instead of aiming for A-rank, how about aiming for S-rank with me?"
"..."

Did I hear that correctly? What rank?

"I think I misheard. Did you say S-rank?"
"Yes, S-rank."
"Secretary Park said my limit is set at A-rank. Did I misunderstand?"
"You'll match A-rank, but if I help you, you can reach S-rank instead of A-rank."

So if Secretary Park unlocks my ability, I'll be A-rank, but if Ah-Ram helps, I'll be S-rank? I don't mind, but why does she keep asking?

"Isn't S-rank better than A-rank?"
"Right? Ahjussi, do you also want to become S-rank..."
"No, that's not it."

Do I want to be S-rank? When I was wandering through dungeons, I wanted to be even B-rank to help my comrades, not just S-rank. The clear limitations of being C-rank—I hated only being useful as a Porter. But having retired and become a groom-to-be after meeting Ah-Ram, I gave up such ambitions long ago.

"You don't...?"
"No, I don't."

Cha Ah-Ram stammered.

*Ah!*

It seems Cha Ah-Ram was genuinely worried. Recently, my computer's internet search history included everything from Hunter horoscopes to tips on why married Hunters divorce. So she's fixated on making me the same S-rank as her.

"Why are you worrying about unnecessary things?"
"Un-unnecessary worries?"

Pushing me away with both hands and breaking from my embrace, Cha Ah-Ram stared at me with narrowed eyes.

"Yes, unnecessary worries."

If someone else met Cha Ah-Ram's gaze right now, they might faint from fear of death, but to me, she just looks cute. I pinch her soft cheek with my index finger and pull it gently.

"Do you think love will cool because of a rank difference?"
"Th-that's not it."

Her face turned red, as if I'd hit the mark.

Smooch.

With a light kiss, I said:

"To me, whether you're S-rank or C-rank, you're the same Cha Ah-Ram. So don't worry."

I tried my best to eliminate the worry she was harboring.

Ch.118 - Marriage (3)
I watched Park Secretary and the Cheonmun Guild members entering the training ground while waiting for Cha Ah-Ram to calm down as we made eye contact.

"Ah-Ram, so why did you call me here?"

I asked, suspecting she hadn't called me just for the conversation we just had.

"I'm going to unlock your ability today."
"Right now?"
"Yes."

I closed my mouth at the suggestion of unlocking my ability now, when I wasn't mentally prepared. Seeing this, Cha Ah-Ram quickly explained.

"It seems like we won't have time except for today."
"Really?"
"Yes, so let's get it done quickly today."

Cha Ah-Ram smiled and patted my thigh, but her smile disappeared when Park Secretary and the guild members approached.

"Are the preparations ready?"
"We've positioned 200 guild members at various locations."
"What if it breaks through?"
"...That absolutely won't happen."
"You're sure?"
"Please trust me."

Park Secretary bowed. Cha Ah-Ram scrutinized him with sharp eyes before turning her gaze to me.

"Ahjussi, turn around and sit."

Cha Ah-Ram moved away from my side and turned my body around from where we had been sitting together.

"Like this?"
"Sit comfortably."

I had enjoyed novels before dungeons appeared, so I drew on my knowledge of martial arts stories and sat cross-legged. She laughed and told me to sit more comfortably.

"Comfortably?"
"If you move while unlocking your ability, it could be dangerous."

I flinched.

My body started trembling reflexively.

"Is it that painful?"
"Young Master, didn't I tell you it would be painful?"

Park Secretary, who was standing in a wide circle around us, spoke up.

"I heard it was painful, but..."
"You'll experience the same pain as when abilities naturally awaken."
"...Sigh."
"Are you scared?"

Cha Ah-Ram caught my faint sigh and asked.

Am I scared?
Of course I'm scared.
Try forcing superhuman power into an ordinary body.
To accept that power, the body evolves on its own, twisting everything—blood, bones, veins, organs, muscles, everything.
Moreover, I'm already a C-rank Hunter with proper abilities, even with the restriction against non-living beings.
Yet they say it will still hurt just as much, so how could I not be scared?
But the fear gradually disappears with the warmth of Cha Ah-Ram's breath tickling my neck.

"...How long will it take?"

I cautiously ask, remembering how I suffered in pain for about an hour when I awakened at age 20.

"When I unlocked abilities for my subordinates, it took about 2 hours on average."

Park Secretary answered instead of Cha Ah-Ram.

"If 2 hours is the average..."
"The subordinate who took the longest suffered for about a day."

Writhing in pain for a whole day?

"Ahjussi, don't worry. I'm here for you."

Cha Ah-Ram, who was placing mana stones around me that Park Secretary had brought, held my hand.

"Alright. I'll trust only you."
"Just trust me."

Having decided to trust Cha Ah-Ram, I nodded to ask her to unlock my ability. She placed her hand on my back.

Wheeesh.

A harsh wind sound begins in my ears, and warmth spreads across my back, which had become damp with tension.

'This isn't so bad?'

About two minutes into the ability unlocking process, I felt no pain, so I slightly opened my eyes to look around.

"Is it really supposed to hur—!"

Crack. Crack. Crack.

The moment I opened my mouth to speak, my body began twisting uncontrollably, and indescribable pain washed over me.
The sensation of thousands of needles mercilessly stabbing my body combined with the pressure of being crushed by a massive boulder.

The pain penetrating my entire body was so severe I couldn't even scream, and my mind went blank.

"...Sec...tary!"

Just as I was about to lose consciousness from the overwhelming pain, Cha Ah-Ram's voice helped me barely maintain my awareness.

Woong. Woong. Woong.

The mana stone crystals placed around me rose into the air and began emitting visibly blue energy.

Swoosh!

In an instant, the blue energy from the mana stones filled the training ground and began penetrating my body.

"...Nnnggghhh!!!"
"Hang in there!"

Pain beyond imagination followed.

'I thought it was just the pain of awakening abilities!!!'

My mind filled with curses and regrets that no one could hear.
But regret was too late now.
The ability unlocking procedure was already halfway complete, and if stopped now, Cha Ah-Ram, connected to my mana circuit, would also take a heavy blow.

Endure! Endure! Just endure!
For myself.
To stay by Cha Ah-Ram's side.

I didn't even realize blood tears were flowing from my burst capillaries as I clung to the thread of sanity and endured.


* * *


'Ahjussi.'

While connecting the mana circuit and injecting energy, Cha Ah-Ram's heart ached as she felt Kim Young-Seok's emotions of writhing in extreme pain.

Kim Young-Seok, who sacrificed himself for others more than any S-rank despite being C-rank.
If she hadn't set her sights on the fresh-faced Kim Young-Seok she saw on TV when she was young, this situation wouldn't have happened.

'I'm sorry. I'm really sorry.'

After retirement, he could have lived a simple life doing internet broadcasts, but because of her selfish desire for him to become an S-rank like herself, he was experiencing something he didn't have to.

'I'm sorry for being selfish. Sorry for being insecure.'

Did she love him?
Of course.
More than anyone else in the world.
No, she could proudly say she loved Ahjussi more than herself.
But during their marriage preparation, Cha Ah-Ram discovered many things.

That couples with mismatched ranks ended in ruin.
Married couples couldn't just love each other forever.
And even Cha Ah-Ram sometimes hated the oblivious Kim Young-Seok.
But isn't that hatred relative?
S-rank hatred versus C-rank hatred.
Looking at her power and wealth compared to Ahjussi's, she had too much advantage.

'I'm a bad woman.'

Meeting Ahjussi only broadened her awareness, but she didn't think her actions were right.
She had lived her whole life looking at people like bugs, using them as consumables.
She tried to be careful in front of Ahjussi, but her nature was ingrained from years of living at the pinnacle of humanity.

'I can hold back, but I won't change.'

Looking at it objectively, there wouldn't be any dramatic, extreme changes.
That's why she was afraid and became greedy.
Knowing that a single mistake could break someone more precious than herself, she pushed forward recklessly.

'Miss, even A-rank is enough to be Association President.'
'You might not know as an S-rank, but A-rank isn't common either.'

She knew everything Park Secretary said was right when she insisted on making him S-rank, but to her, an A-rank Hunter was the same as a C-rank.

'...Ahjussi, I'll do better.'

She wanted to be with the man who showed her the colors of the world when she didn't even know what it meant to love someone.
The desire to love him for a lifetime, grow old by his side, and die together.

Knowing that desire was greater for her than for others...

"Ahjussi! If you become S-rank this time, I'll do all the cosplay you ask for!"

As his consciousness began to blur from the pain, she shouted, remembering how much he liked the cosplay she did especially at night.

"...You, you b-better keep that p-promise?"
"Yes!"

Despite the excruciating pain that would come with moving even a finger, Kim Young-Seok turned his face toward her sitting behind him and smiled faintly. At that moment—

Whoosh!

"Already?"
"Miss, you need to let go!"

Kim Young-Seok's faintly smiling body began to float in the air and emit multicolored light.
Cha Ah-Ram, who thought she needed to supply energy for at least an hour, stared blankly at Kim Young-Seok when Park Secretary appeared beside her and removed her hands from his back.

Sizzle.

"Kim! Potion! Bring the potion!"

The palms of her hands were completely skinned and burned.

"Are you alright?"
"...ve."
"Pardon? I didn't hear you."
"Move aside!"

She pushed aside Park Secretary, who was blocking her view of Kim Young-Seok's naked body evolving to match his unlocked ability, and watched anxiously.

Crack. Crack. Crack. Crack.

His bones undulated chaotically while his hair grew long and fell out repeatedly.
Even as potion was poured on her burned hands, she didn't even glance at them, trying to commit the scene entirely to memory.

Zing. Zing. Ziiiing!

The multicolored light gradually faded, and all objects in the training ground began to vibrate.

"Th-this is?"
"...Gravity?"

At first, small objects began to float slightly, then all items in the training ground started rising.
Eventually, the guild members standing guard and Park Secretary floated into the air.

Cha Ah-Ram, the only one suppressing Kim Young-Seok's energy with her own, realized what ability he had unlocked and smiled brightly.

Ch.119 - Marriage (4)
On Earth, once a civilization of science, dungeons and monsters from fiction suddenly appeared, challenging humanity's dominance. When science failed to stop the monsters pouring from dungeons, humans evolved alongside them, developing abilities.

Whether by chance or necessity, the minimum requirement for awakening these abilities was age—twenty years old. Upon reaching adulthood, humans gained powers to fight monsters. Though civilization and traditions were rebuilt through these abilities, the laws and power structures maintained by science crumbled before this new force. Still, these abilities allowed humanity to stand against monsters.

But could everyone who awakened abilities fight monsters? The answer is no. People awakened different abilities, and while some overlapped, they weren't identical. Some abilities could kill monsters, while many others were completely useless in combat.

The first awakened humans called those with abilities "Hunters" and categorized them into combat and non-combat types. But were all combat abilities good? Absolutely not. Abilities had rankings—some could wipe out monsters in one sweep, while others could barely handle a single monster. The same applied to non-combat abilities, which supported combat types. Some were excellent, others worthless.

"Do you know how many gravity awakeners are registered with the Hunter Association?"
"Yes, I do."

Park Secretary maintained a poker face despite his surprise at Kim Young-Seok's gravity ability awakening, though his lips twitched slightly. After all, a gravity ability user was exactly what the Cheonmun Guild had been searching for.

"How many were there?"
"As of last year, there were two. However, both lost their lives in SS-rank dungeons, so currently there are no Hunters with gravity abilities."

The death of gravity ability Hunters during an SS-rank dungeon clear had been major news.

"That means..."
"Yes, at this moment, Young Master, you are the only Hunter on Earth with a gravity ability."

Gravity—the combined force of Earth's gravitational pull and centrifugal force from rotation. The Hunter Association had compiled data on the strongest abilities since its founding, and among these, Cha Ah-Ram's compression ability stood out. Yet even Cha Ah-Ram herself had admitted that gravity was the one ability she envied.

Of course, Cha Ah-Ram had other hidden abilities and physical capabilities that could rival S-rank, making her unbeatable even against gravity users. Nevertheless, gravity ability alone had classified its user as the second strongest Hunter in the world after Cha Ah-Ram.

The ability called gravity by Hunters and universal gravitation by scientists was considered nearly omnipotent. Some might question why simply pulling things toward the ground was so powerful, but every living being on Earth constantly lives under the pressure of gravity, even while breathing.

KWAAANG!!!

"Urrrgh!"

As the gravity ability activated unconsciously, all the Hunters floating in the air crashed to the floor. The ground cracked, and the sound of breaking bones echoed throughout the guild members' bodies.

"Park Secretary."
"...Yes."
"Take the guild members and leave the training ground."
"B-but... ugh!! W-what about Agassi...?"

As Park Secretary gritted his teeth with bloodshot eyes, Cha Ah-Ram ordered him to take the guild members and leave the training ground.

"Are you comparing yourselves to me?"

Feeling the strong gravity pressing down but counteracting it with her compression ability, Cha Ah-Ram snorted and pointed to the exit.

"You're in the way. Leave now."
"...Yes!"

Finally, the trembling Park Secretary supported the guild members who were being pressed into the floor and quickly disappeared from the training ground.

"Haah~"

With only herself and the floating, awakening Kim Young-Seok remaining in the training ground, she walked slowly toward him with dreamy eyes, exhaling hot breath.

"Ahjussi."
"..."

Though he showed no response to her voice, seemingly unconscious, she reached the spot beneath the floating Kim Young-Seok and spread her arms.

"Come here."
"..."
"Ahjussi, come to me quickly."

Twitch.

After repeatedly calling to him, Kim Young-Seok's motionless body trembled slightly and slowly descended to the ground.

Grab.

Embracing Kim Young-Seok as he came down into her arms, Cha Ah-Ram looked at him lovingly and neatly arranged his disheveled bangs.

"Ahjussi, you know I love you so much, right?"
"..."

It wasn't that she suddenly loved him because he awakened the gravity ability. But she was so happy that her lover and future husband had obtained an ability considered better than her own that she wanted to dance.

"Now you and I are finally equals."

Though he would need training to use his ability, just the fact that he stood on equal footing with her made her incredibly happy.

"Now that you're stronger than me, protect me from now on."
"..."
"I liked protecting you, but as a woman, I wanted to be protected by you too. I'm so happy."

Smooch.

After kissing Kim Young-Seok's fair cheek, she carried him in her arms and slowly walked out of the training ground.


* * *


"Young-Seok. Do you know that with great power comes responsibility?"
"Great power has a price?"

A middle-aged woman gently stroked the hair of her son, Kim Young-Seok, who had just awakened his ability.

"Having an ability means you must be more responsible than others."
"Responsibility? Why me?"

In a world where people often used their awakened abilities for pleasure rather than responsibility, Kim Young-Seok frowned with annoyance at her words. Reading the meaning behind his expression, the woman smiled gently.

"If everyone used their abilities to take from others, this world would have collapsed long ago. I want you to be someone who protects rather than takes with that ability."

Why is she telling me this? Could she be feeling inferior because I'm the only one in our family with an ability?

The immature Kim Young-Seok thought this way and let the words go in one ear and out the other. But... after experiencing the world and losing his parents to a dungeon that formed beneath their home, he always regretted and reflected on that day.

Being a good person is harder than being a villain. That's the rule of this world where abilities exist. But I realized that the world can only survive if someone breaks that rule, so I endured and sacrificed through all injustices.

I entered dungeons that threatened the world, hunted monsters, donated part of my earnings, rescued people in danger, and whenever I got even small tips from my C-rank Hunter experience, I tried to share them with others.

"It's a shame you're C-rank."
"If you had a normal combat ability instead of a non-combat one, you could have saved more people..."

Words that everyone who met me said at least once. Sometimes I wondered what it would have been like if I had a stronger ability. But I was actually grateful for my C-rank non-combat ability.

If I really had combat abilities, would I have acted the same way?

Absolutely not.

I would have been on the taking side, like Scavengers or evil Hunters who use their abilities on people, and I would have been more likely to encounter stronger Hunters who would take from me.

"Young-Seok, don't be discouraged and always be grateful for that ability."

The words my parents said when they came to see me off at the door every time I entered a dungeon.

"I..."
"Ahjussi!"

Drip.

"A-are you in pain? Doctor! Where's that damn doctor! Come here right now!"

Cha Ah-Ram's beautiful face appeared suddenly against the white ceiling, contorting as she shouted loudly.

"...Could you speak more quietly? My head is ringing."

As her shouts made my head ring, I smiled gently and reached out my arm to wrap around her white neck, pulling her into my embrace.

"...A-Ahjussi?"
"You're warm."
"Are you feeling okay?"
"I'm a bit lethargic, but I'm fine."
"Whew, that's a relief."

Though the blanket covering me doesn't transmit warmth, I still feel warm and comfortable.

"...Did you call for me, Agassi?"

While I was holding Cha Ah-Ram without saying anything, the door opened and doctors and nurses in gowns appeared, standing behind her.

"Ahjussi is awake, so examine him right now."
"If you could move aside for a moment..."

Since the doctor couldn't examine me with Cha Ah-Ram in my arms, he expressed his awkwardness, and she flared up.

"You incompetent bastard! You need to find a way to examine him! And you call yourself a doctor paid by Cheonmun?!"
"...Ah-Ram."
"..."

As she pointed at the doctor while in my arms, I placed my finger on her lips.

"I'm fine. Please leave."
"But your ability wasn't naturally acquired but forcibly opened, so we don't know what side effects there might be. It would be better if you got examined..."
"I'm really fine. Please leave now."

Swish.

Instinctively, I raised my left arm that had been wrapped around Cha Ah-Ram's neck and waved it at them, causing their bodies to float slightly in the air. Then I waved my left arm again, creating a breeze that forced them out through the open door.

"...Ahjussi?"

As Cha Ah-Ram watched me use my ability with a blank expression, I grinned and said:

"Am I A-rank? Or S-rank?"

Hearing my question, Cha Ah-Ram also responded with a beautiful smile.

"Of course you're S-rank."

After living as a C-rank Hunter for 10 years and retiring, I became an unofficial S-rank in just one day.
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The hospital operated by the Cheonmun Guild in Seoul.

"Why did we come all the way to Seoul?"
"You're going to get your rank measured anyway, right? Since the Hunter Association is in Seoul, I figured we could kill two birds with one stone and get your medical checkup too."

At first, I thought I had been admitted to a hospital in Goseong.
But looking out the window, I recognized the familiar scenery.
The place where I was born, raised, and worked.
Seoul, the capital of our country and home to countless people.

"Come on, stretch out your arms."
"Sigh. Ah-Ram, I can dress myself."

I sigh as Cha Ah-Ram tries to dress me in obviously expensive clothes, having discarded my old ones somewhere. But my protest doesn't work as she just smiles brightly.

"I've always wanted to do this."
"Do what?"
"Dressing the person I love."
"....."

That's playing dirty.
When she says it like that, I can't insist on dressing myself anymore.
Resigned, I stretch out my arms, and she finally starts putting the clothes on me.
I watch her carefully dressing me like I'm a doll.

"By the way, where are my old clothes? You didn't throw them away, did you?"
"The clothes you were wearing? Oh, you mean what you wore when your ability awakened?"
"Yeah, those. Where did you put them?"

They were among my favorite clothes.
I bought them from a famous brand when I was working as a C-rank Hunter, spending hard-earned money.
But Ah-Ram's answer fills me with dismay.

"Those clothes were pulverized by the energy released when your ability manifested."
"...P-pulverized?"
"Yes, and honestly, they didn't suit you anyway. These clothes are a hundred times better."

A hundred times better?

"What are you talking about? Those were so expen— Wait a minute. Did you say they were pulverized when my ability awakened?"
"Yes, what about it?"

No way, right? It can't be.
Hoping it's not what I think, I ask again.

"How did I get to Seoul?"
"With me, in the car, of course."
"That's not what I mean."

I take a deep breath and ask what I really want to know.

"I wasn't naked when we came here, right? You gave me new clothes?"
"What kind of question is that? How could I bring you to Seoul naked?"

Phew. That's a relief.
At least Ah-Ram has some decen—

"I covered your lower half with my outer clothes, so it was fine."
"....."

So that means I came to this hospital in Seoul with only a woman's outer garment barely covering my lower half, without even underwear?
Suddenly feeling dizzy, I lean against the wall for support.

"Huh? What's wrong? Are you in pain? Is it ability aftereffects? Should I call the doc... I mean, the doctor?"
"No! That's not it."

Cha Ah-Ram gives me a fierce look, almost calling the doctor something rude before correcting herself.

"Good grief! Did you want your husband to be seen naked by others?"
"Oh."
"Oh?"

Cha Ah-Ram runs a massive guild and is called the pinnacle of Hunters.
She lacks nothing—power, wealth, looks, even figure—but why do I feel my married life is going to be unstable?

"Should I gouge out the eyes of everyone who saw you naked?"
"Ah-Ram."
"Was that too harsh? Maybe instead of gouging their eyes, I should erase their memo—"

*Smooch*

"...?"

Seeing her correct herself while giving herself a light tap on the head, my lips tingle, and I plant a kiss on her soft cheek.
Her eyes widen dramatically.

"You may have your flaws, but you're still cute, Ah-Ram."

I pinch her warm, rice-cake-like cheek with a pleased smile, but she swats my hand away.

*Is she angry?*

My heart sinks when she gives me a sullen look.

"Not there."
"Huh?"
"Kiss me here."

She grabs my hand and boldly guides it across various parts of her body.

"Th-this is a hospital."
"Exactly. Perfect timing."
"Huh?"

*Click*

In an instant, she closes all the curtains by the window and locks the door. Then she approaches me with seductive movements.

"Do you remember when your ability awakened?"
"W-what? Remember what?"
"That you'd cosplay if you became S-rank."
"Th-that? Later..."

She comes right up to me, places her hand on the wall, and gently lifts my chin with her left hand.

"Since we're at a hospital, how about a patient and nurse cosplay?"

*Slide*

The hand lifting my chin moves down my neck and plays with my collarbone.

"Let's go h-home first..."
"No."
"Huh?"
"I'm frustrated, so you need to satisfy me."

In a flash, she pushes me onto the bed where I had been resting.


* * *


"We almost had to postpone your discharge until tomorrow."
"....."
"Hahaha! It's fine. The Association operates 24 hours anyway, so you can get your ability verified even if you arrive late."

Park Secretary, who had parked the car and waited for us in front of the hospital, grins as he opens the back door.

"...I'm sorry."
"It's quite alright."

Unable to meet Park Secretary's gaze any longer, I get in the back seat first. As Cha Ah-Ram follows, she stops.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, Agassi."
"Are you getting cocky lately?"
"...I apologize."
"You know what happens to dogs that bite their masters?"
"I'm well aware."

Cha Ah-Ram grabs his shoulder.

"I'm letting it slide because I'm in a good mood."
"Thank you, Young Master!"

At Cha Ah-Ram's comment about being in a good mood, Park Secretary bows 90 degrees to me in the car, expressing his gratitude.
The sight makes me even more embarrassed, and I cover my face with both hands.

"Ahjussi, don't hide your handsome face!"

Sitting beside me, Cha Ah-Ram forcibly removes my hands from my face.

"Hehe. Whoever's husband you are, you're too handsome."

She traces my face with her finger, making me blush.

"S-stop it."
"Agassi, Young Master, we're departing now."

Finally, Park Secretary takes the driver's seat and heads toward the Hunter Association in Seoul's Myeongdong.

*Fidget fidget*

Playing with my fingers the entire way to the Hunter Association, Cha Ah-Ram suddenly leans toward my face as if remembering something.

"By the way, Ahjussi, you don't feel like your ability is going to go berserk, do you?"
"Berserk? Abilities can go berserk?"
"Ah, I forgot to explain. Young Master, unlike naturally awakened abilities, forcibly activated ones tend to go berserk."

Park Secretary, who had been listening to our conversation, looks at me through the rearview mirror as he explains.

"...Why are you telling me this now?!"

While at the hospital, I learned that my gravity ability is unique in the current world and is powerful enough to rival Cha Ah-Ram's compression ability.
For such a strong ability to go berserk?
If my ability were to unintentionally go berserk in the middle of the city?
Just imagining the situation makes cold sweat run down my body.

"It slipped my mind as it's a minor detail."
"There are other things to forget! How is this minor? If it goes berserk now, people living in the city could get hurt!"
"Don't worry. I'm here."

Cha Ah-Ram places her hand on my chest and meets my gaze with a serious expression.

"Forcibly activated abilities only go berserk for exactly one year. So if you stick close to me for a year, I'll protect you when it happens."
"As expected of Agassi. So reliable."
"Shut up."
"...Yes, ma'am."

Park Secretary quickly looks forward and goes quiet at her fierce gaze.

"So don't worry about anything. Actually, the more it goes berserk, the easier it becomes to master your ability, so it's beneficial."
"...Really?"
"Yes, really."

When I blink, she blinks back and smiles brightly.

*I guess I'm destined to be captive all my life.*

But still...
If I'm captive to a woman like Cha Ah-Ram, maybe that's not so bad.


* * *


The Hunter Association in Myeongdong.
After getting out of the car, I follow Park Secretary, who leads the way inside.

*This was the place, wasn't it?*

I pause at the revolving door entrance and look at the floor with a nostalgic gaze.

"What are you doing?"
"Don't you remember this place?"
"Here? Hmm... Ah!"

Cha Ah-Ram seems to remember as she claps her hands.

"This is where you pushed me and pounced on me, Ahjussi! I still remember it. Back then, you were so forceful that I got exci— Aaack!"

I give her a light tap on the head as she starts talking nonsense.

"What do you mean 'pounced'? Tell me honestly. You fell on purpose back then, didn't you?"
"N-no, I didn't!"
"That's ridiculous! My physical abilities back then didn't even meet C-rank Hunter standards. How could I have knocked down someone with S-rank physical abilities like you?"
"Umm... the power of love?"
"Sigh."

It's obvious she's trying to gloss over it, but since she's pretty... I'll let it slide.

"This is where I first saw you in person."
"...Not for me."
"What? You spoke too quietly, I couldn't hear."
"It's nothing."

Nothing, huh?
With my gravity ability awakened, my physical abilities have improved dramatically, and I heard everything she said.

*'Not for Cha Ah-Ram,' huh.*

I suspected it before, but it seems Cha Ah-Ram met me without my knowledge.
Still, she must have liked what she saw, which is why she spared me and fell in love with me, right?

"I was really surprised back then."
"I was surprised too. I never expected you to aggressively pounce on a woman you'd never met befo— Ouch!"

After giving her another light tap on the head:

"Who would have thought we'd end up married after meeting like that?"
"I was already preparing to marry you."
"You keep mumbling so only you can hear. Say it again."
"If you didn't hear it, that's the end of it!"
"Say it again."
"End! End! Ahjussi! I don't like clingy men."

Though I heard her, I pretend I didn't and pull her into my arms.

"Do you really dislike it?"
"....."
"Do you really hate clinginess?"
"...No. Actually, I like it."
"You like it?"
"But, Ahjussi."
"Yes?"

Cha Ah-Ram's expression suddenly turns cold after smiling broadly.

"Be clingy only with me."
"Y-yes."
"Don't ever be clingy with anyone else, especially women."
"And if I do?"
"Then I'll show whoever you were clingy with what hell is like."

She clenches her fist, determined.

"What about me?"
"Hmm... you..."

After hesitating while looking at my face, Cha Ah-Ram squeezes her eyes shut.

"S-since there's only one of you in this world, I'll let it slide."

How could I possibly be clingy with other women when I have someone as lovable as her?
My heart flutters, and I find myself staring at Cha Ah-Ram's lips, naturally lowering my head when—

"Ahem... too many people have gathered. Let's move along."

Park Secretary's cough brings me back to reality. Looking around, I notice everyone at the Hunter Association staring at us.
Quickly, I take Cha Ah-Ram's hand and follow our guide inside.
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In truth, I knew the Hunter Association better than my own home, even without Secretary Park's guidance. After all, I'd gone there almost daily during my ten years as a Hunter, except when I was in dungeons.

"Hunter number 201. Is Hunter number 201 here? If not, then Hunter number 202."

As we went deeper inside, I could see dozens of counters with staff members helping Hunters. I used to pull numbers and sit at those counters to make dungeon reservations for my colleagues.

"Welcome."

A middle-aged woman greeted us as we passed the counters.

"Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, it's been a long time."

The middle-aged woman bypassed Secretary Park and politely greeted Cha Ah-Ram.

"Is everything ready?"
"You just need to go in for verification."
"Good."

The woman didn't even blink at Cha Ah-Ram's emotionless demeanor, but she tilted her head curiously when she saw me.

"And this is?"
"Hello. I'm Kim Young-Seok, here for a re-evaluation of my ability."

I introduced myself briefly since she was going to help with my ability verification and we hadn't met before.

"Kim Young-Seok, may I ask you something?"
"A question? Go ahead."
"I find it interesting that you're getting re-evaluated after retiring as a C-rank Hunter. I looked into it a bit and saw your previous ability was Weight Reduction?"

The woman's eyes sparkled as she continued.

"So are you getting re-evaluated because you've developed a different ability?"
"Yes, I've developed a new ability."
"Wow, so post-awakening ability development is actually real."

The woman stared at me with fascination. Perhaps Cha Ah-Ram found her gaze unpleasant, because she stepped in front of me and said:

"Look at my man like that again, and you'll never see light again."
"I'm sorry. It's just exciting to confirm something I've only heard rumors about."
"Let me tell you something interesting too. Your eyeballs look fascinating—mind if I gouge them out?"
"....."

To others, Cha Ah-Ram must have looked like a villain. But I knew she was standing up for me and just giving a verbal warning because she cared.

"The young lady has become much more gentle," Secretary Park whispered, suddenly appearing beside me.

"Before meeting the Young Master, she would tear off limbs just for looking at her improperly..."
"Secretary Park?"
".....Yes."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been facing off with the Association employee, turned her head toward Secretary Park.

"I clearly warned you not to talk about unnecessary things, didn't I?"
"Hahaha. Ah-Ram, we'll be late if we keep this up. Let's hurry and get the ability verification done so we can go home."

I quickly intervened before Secretary Park could get in trouble.

"Come on, let's go."

I pushed Cha Ah-Ram toward the testing area and winked at Secretary Park behind us. The previously expressionless Secretary Park's lips twitched slightly before he nodded and followed us, bringing along the woman who had lost all color from being exposed to Cha Ah-Ram's killing intent.

"Nothing has changed."

This was the place where I first had my ability verified after awakening. Despite the years that had passed, the interior looked exactly the same.

[Can you hear me clearly?]

An amplified voice came from inside the verification room.

"I can hear you clearly."
[Let me confirm once more. You are Kim Young-Seok, here for ability re-verification, correct?]
"Yes, that's correct."
[Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, who entered with you for the re-verification, please exit the room.]

The examiner asked Cha Ah-Ram, who had inadvertently entered with me, to leave, but she remained standing by my side without moving.

"Ah-Ram?"
"I need to be here in case your ability goes out of control. I'm the only one who can stop it."
"Oh, right. Examiner, can Ah-Ram stay here with me?"

Thinking about it, if my ability went out of control here, I could be branded as a Scavenger who destroyed the Hunter Association. I quickly asked the examiner to let Ah-Ram stay.

[What? Out of control? That's never happened before.]

As an examiner, they'd only evaluated natural ability awakenings, so they wouldn't know about the side effects of forced ability activation.

How should I explain this?
The ability activation was only known to Cha Ah-Ram, Secretary Park, and his subordinates at the Cheonmun Guild.

"Hey, if I say I'm staying, I'm staying."
[.....Alright. Then please move as far away as possible so you won't be caught up in Kim Young-Seok's ability.]

The examiner reluctantly agreed to Cha Ah-Ram's demand.

"Do I look so weak that I'd get caught up in his ability?"
[Th-that's not what I meant.....]

Cha Ah-Ram kept pushing the point she'd seized on. To calm her down, I took her hand, and she finally closed her mouth, puffing her cheeks.

[Sigh..... Then we'll now begin Kim Young-Seok's ability re-verification. According to my report, you've manifested a new ability, and that ability is gravity. Is that correct?]

The examiner sighed as they spoke.

"Yes, that's correct."

[Can you try removing gravity from the objects in the room?]
"Those things?"

I could see various objects ranging from thick steel plates to cars, and even a section of a pre-cataclysm train. There was truly a diverse array of objects.
Could I really make all those objects float?

Squeeze.

I felt Cha Ah-Ram's hand tighten slightly in mine. When I turned to look at her, she smiled brightly.

'You can do it.'

She mouthed the words of encouragement.

'Let's try.'

Hadn't I endured that immense pain to become an S-rank Hunter?

"Haaah....."

Taking a deep breath, I recalled the feeling of using my Weight Reduction ability that I'd used for ten years, and tried to draw out the newly awakened power of gravity.

Woong. Woong.
Creak. Creak.

As I extended my hand and thought about removing gravity from the objects in front of me, the entire verification room began to shake.

".....It's not working."

The room was shaking, so my ability must have activated, but the objects weren't affected by gravity. It had worked at the hospital, so why not here?
As I muttered in disappointment:

[K-Kim Young-Seok! Please stop your ability immediately!]

The examiner shouted urgently.

"What? But my ability didn't work, so what am I stopping?"
[The entire building is floating in the air right now! Please stop immediately!]

.....Huh? What?
The Hunter Association building is floating?
What nonsense is this? The Hunter Association isn't just a building—it's a skyscraper.
It has 52 floors, and rumors say it exceeds 100 floors if you count the secret underground areas.
How could I possibly lift something of that mass...

Crack. Crack.

Just as I was thinking that having Cha Ah-Ram beside me would boost my confidence even if I failed, cracks began spreading across all the walls, and eventually one wall collapsed.

".....H-how do I stop this?"

Beyond the collapsed wall, I could see Seoul—the city where I was born and raised.
The entire cityscape was visible, and my viewpoint kept changing in real-time as we continued to rise.

[Q-quickly stop your ability. If we go any higher, it could lead to a major disaster!]

The examiner kept asking me to stop my ability, but I was in such a panic that my mind went blank and I couldn't remember how to stop it.

"Mister, take a deep breath. Maintaining a calm mind is most important for stopping your ability."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been standing beside me with a composed expression, hugged me tightly and told me to breathe.

"Haaah..... Haaah....."
"Good job. Now, just like you recalled activating your ability earlier, think about retrieving the power you released. Yes, that's it. You're doing well."

Feeling Cha Ah-Ram's warmth, I slowly thought about retrieving the power I had released. The rising building gradually stopped, then slowly began descending back to its original location.

* * *

Hunter Association Conference Room.
Famous Hunters from all over Korea and the heads of various guilds had gathered because of the incident where the building was lifted into the air by Kim Young-Seok's ability.

Tap tap tap.

Cha Ah-Ram drummed her fingers on the table. The people watching her grew visibly uncomfortable.

"So what are you planning to do?"

Cha Ah-Ram broke the silence. The others lowered their heads and avoided conversation, as if her expressionless face had stabbed daggers into their hearts.

"Speak up. You called this meeting to discuss measures regarding my husband, didn't you?"
"Um, Hunter Cha Ah-Ram? The position of Cheonmun Guild Master still belongs to your parents..."
"It's mine now, so I'm attending as the Guild Master. Any objections?"
"N-no objections."

The Hunter who had dared to challenge Cha Ah-Ram quickly backed down and lowered his head.

"So what do you propose?"
"Hunter Cha Ah-Ram. First, congratulations on your husband's acquisition of the new gravity ability."

A man seated in the center of the conference room began speaking, and Cha Ah-Ram turned to face him.

"Skip the pleasantries and get to the point. Just the point."
"As you're aware, there have only been two Hunters with gravity abilities until now. One of them lost his life in a dungeon."
"You're talking too much. Didn't I say to get to the point?"

The man's shoulders trembled slightly, but he quickly recovered and stated what Cha Ah-Ram wanted to hear.

"Barring any unforeseen circumstances, Hunter Kim Young-Seok will qualify as an S-rank Hunter. No one will oppose that. However, you're already at the Cheonmun Guild, Hunter Cha Ah-Ram. If Hunter Kim Young-Seok also joins Cheonmun, our country's power balance will collapse... Ugh."

Blood trickled from the man's mouth as he was hit by Cha Ah-Ram's killing intent.

"You have quite a talent for spewing fresh nonsense. Ah, that's right. I wondered how someone with such mediocre abilities became a Guild Master—it was that mouth of yours."
"Y-you're being too harsh."

A middle-aged man sitting next to the Hunter who had been silenced by the killing intent spoke up against Cha Ah-Ram.

"Sigh..... With bastards like you in charge, it's no wonder our country still lags behind America despite my existence."

Cha Ah-Ram stood up abruptly and scanned each of their faces.

"You know he only had a C-rank Weight Reduction ability before acquiring gravity, right?"
"....."
"And now you're spouting nonsense about power imbalance because he suddenly awakened a gravity ability? Do you think that makes me happy or angry?"

They couldn't back down this time, even though she was right.

Currently, the lives of all Hunters in Korea were in Cha Ah-Ram's hands. Hadn't she previously taken down all the news outlets, guilds, and even the Association President who had been backing them behind the scenes?
To escape her dictatorship, they needed a Hunter with power similar to hers who would remain neutral or take their side.
But that Hunter happened to be the man about to marry Cha Ah-Ram?

It was an unfortunate situation, but they had no choice. If they lost Kim Young-Seok here, Korea would become "Cheonmun Country" rather than a nation, unless a Hunter surpassing them emerged.

"Answer me."
"B-but the Cheonmun Guild already has enough power without Kim Young-Seok..."
"You call that an answer?"

Step, step.

Cha Ah-Ram walked slowly toward the man who had just spoken. As she approached like the grim reaper, the Hunter began foaming at the mouth and his eyes rolled back.

"Just tell me your real thoughts. You want to devour more, but I've been in your way. And now another being like me is joining Cheonmun, making things more difficult. So you want him on your side instead. Just be honest."
".....That's right."

At that moment, a Hunter sitting next to the vacant Association President's seat stood up and glared at Cha Ah-Ram.

"Let's be frank. We don't want Kim Young-Seok to join the Cheonmun Guild. We'd rather have him on our side."

Clap, clap, clap.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been approaching the unconscious man, stopped and applauded from where she stood. The Hunters in the conference room were puzzled by her sudden applause but eventually joined in with awkward smiles.

"You want me to hand him over?"

When the applause ended, Cha Ah-Ram asked the man who had requested this.

"Asking him to join our side would be shameless. So... we'd like Hunter Kim Young-Seok to remain neutral."
"Neutral? How do you propose he maintains neutrality?"

Cha Ah-Ram asked with an intrigued expression. The man bit his lip hard before sharing his thoughts.

"If Hunter Kim Young-Seok returns as a Hunter and takes over the vacant position of Association President, I think that would resolve the issue."
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After Cha Ah-Ram left the meeting room, a desolate silence hung in the air like the aftermath of a typhoon.

"...Ars Guild Master."
"Yes."

After everyone had been quietly organizing their complicated thoughts for quite some time, one of the people who had suggested giving the Association President position to Kim Young-Seok called out to the Ars Guild Master.

"Why did you do it?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean... sigh."

That expression of complete ignorance.
The Hunter's brow wrinkled deeply as he sighed while looking at the Ars Guild Master.

"What were you thinking when you suggested giving the Association President position to Hunter Kim Young-Seok? Is the Hunter Association President position a joke?"

The Korea Hunter Association.
Although it was a branch rather than headquarters, the Association President position wasn't something you could win like a card game, even for a branch office. It was still an authoritative position that could mobilize Hunters. Even though its image had plummeted because of the Cheonmun Guild, it was still a position of authority that could move Hunters...
And they wanted to give that Association President position not to one of them, but to the man who would marry Cha Ah-Ram, who was about to become the Cheonmun Guild Master?

"It's already hard enough to pull her to our side, but if we give her the Association President position too, South Korea will fall into the Cheonmun Guild's hands!"

The Hunter who had been imagining a scenario where he could manipulate all guilds under the pretext of being Association President raised his voice in protest to the Ars Guild Master.
But...

"Then why didn't you say anything earlier?"
"...Pardon?"
"This is truly ridiculous. Why were you silent when I suggested to Hunter Cha Ah-Ram that we make Kim Young-Seok the Association President?"
"T-that's... I was planning to speak after you two had discussed it. I didn't expect Hunter Cha Ah-Ram to suddenly leave."
"Is that so?"

The Ars Guild Master's eyes curved into half-moons.

"Then since we now have a Guild Master who opposes putting him in the Association President position, should I contact Hunter Cha Ah-Ram to come back and discuss it?"
"..."

When the Hunter claimed he couldn't speak because Cha Ah-Ram had left, the Ars Guild Master visibly took out his phone from his pocket and prepared to make a call.

"W-wait a moment!"
"Ars Guild Master? What's wrong? Didn't you say you couldn't speak because Hunter Cha Ah-Ram left?"
"...I apologize."
"What are you apologizing for?"

The Ars Guild Master smiled brightly.
But all the Hunters knew the Ars Guild Master's personality very well.
The Ars Guild Master was known by many nicknames: future Association President, Viper, Skunk, and so on.
In fact, the person who benefited most from the disappearance of the current Association President was the Ars Guild Master.
He had reaped huge benefits by gaining control over the media that the deceased Association President had influenced.
Moreover, everyone had tacitly agreed that the Ars Guild Master would essentially take the vacant position.
But suddenly, they were giving power not to someone else, but to Cha Ah-Ram, who led the Cheonmun Guild—the very guild they had been opposing and trying to weaken. It was only natural to be furious.

"Are you picking on me because I'm easier to deal with than Hunter Cha Ah-Ram?"
"..."
"Come on, surely the Yeon-Kkot Guild Master wouldn't pick a fight with me just because I'm easy to deal with? It's just that Hunter Cha Ah-Ram really left, so we couldn't talk. Right?"

The Ars Guild Master sought agreement from the other Guild Masters.
The Guild Masters, looking disgusted, avoided eye contact and remained silent.

"Yeon-Kkot Guild Master, are you really not going to speak to Hunter Cha Ah-Ram?"

He asked once more, waving the phone in his hand.

"...It's fine."

Step, step.

After hearing it was fine, the Ars Guild Master approached him.
When he reached close proximity, he put his mouth near the other's ear.

"If you had crossed the line just a little more, you would have died by my hand before Hunter Cha Ah-Ram's. Understand?"
"..."

Though he spoke softly into his ear, he raised his voice just enough for everyone to hear.

"Come on now. The atmosphere is too gloomy, isn't it? Besides, Kim Young-Seok hasn't even taken the Association President position yet, so let's review it a bit more before making a decision."
"Y-yes, that's right."
"Hahaha. I'll trust only the Ars Guild Master."

The Guild Masters who had been silent didn't even notice that the Ars Guild Master had added "Mr." to Kim Young-Seok's name at the end, and they awkwardly laughed along.



* * *



While anxiously waiting for Cha Ah-Ram in front of the Hunter Association building, the automatic doors rotated, revealing the beautiful face I had been waiting for.

"Ah-Ram."
"Ahjussi, did you wait long?"
"No. But are you okay?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"

Cha Ah-Ram had been dragged into the meeting room because of me.
I wasn't worried about her being threatened or looked down upon, but I was concerned about her personality.

Hot-tempered.
No, even worse than hot-tempered.
How should I put it? Ah, right.
Anger management issues.
She controlled it somewhat when I was around, but thinking about Cha Ah-Ram when I wasn't there made me nervous.
Especially since, no matter how rotten and rock-bottom its image had become, the Hunter Association was still the Hunter Association.
Unlike killing some Hunters, if she did something that could be justified within the Hunter Association, she would become a target not only for South Korea but for every country where the Hunter Association existed.

I didn't want that.

Even if she was at the pinnacle of S-rank, facing all the world's Hunters would be difficult.
Even if she defeated all the world's Hunters, Cha Ah-Ram's mind might collapse from killing countless Hunters, and the disappearance of Hunters who maintained those countries could lead to monsters running rampant.

The disappearance of Hunters means they can't handle saturated dungeons, which could lead to Monster Waves or evolution possibilities like we've seen before.

"No one picked a fight or threatened you, right?"

Though I knew she wasn't being threatened, I couldn't ask, "You didn't kill anyone because they annoyed you, did you?" Instead, Cha Ah-Ram smiled brightly and made a V-sign with her fingers.

"I resolved it well."
"Even if people pick fights, enduring is also a form of practice... Huh? You resolved it?"

How did she resolve it?
My heart sank for a moment as I looked up toward where the meeting room was located, but everything was quiet.

"...Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"What's with that look in your eyes?"
"W-what?"
"That look in your eyes just now was like you didn't trust me."

Unnecessarily perceptive.
With her being so sharp, would I ever be able to create a secret fund after marriage?
No, why would I need a secret fund?
After all... Ah-Ram is rich, and I'm rich too.
While I was lost in these pointless thoughts...

"Focus."

Cha Ah-Ram pulled my chin, forcing me to meet her gaze, and blew a breath onto my face.

"Really, nothing happened, and it ended well."
"...How?"

I couldn't believe that things ended well in a place where power struggles occur frequently even among C-rank Hunters, let alone among the most successful Guild Masters in South Korea.

"Well, someone helped me."
"Helped you...?"
"Ahjussi! I'm not an outcast, you know!"
"R-right."

As I struggled to continue, she burst out in anger before sighing.

"Park Secretary's subordinate helped me."
"There's a subordinate of Park Secretary among the Guild Masters?"
"Young Master, don't you know too little about the Cheonmun Guild?"

Park Secretary, who was standing beside me, spoke instead of Cha Ah-Ram.

"How would I know?"

The Cheonmun Guild is the most successful guild not only in South Korea but worldwide.
Success indicators include not just raw power but also financial strength, authority, and even influence rankings.
This information is common knowledge available to the general public.
But is there something more?

"The Cheonmun Guild provided full support to guild members who wanted to create their own guilds. Some of them were subordinates I cherished."

So...

"Are you saying some of the Guild Masters were former Cheonmun Guild members?"
"Yes, that's correct."

This is insane.
It was bigger than I had imagined.
To be honest, I thought the Cheonmun Guild grew because of famous Hunters, Cha Ah-Ram, and the symbolic status of her parents as the first S-rank Hunters.
But to think that several successful guilds are actually subcontractors of Cheonmun?

"Sigh. So, Ah-Ram, how did you resolve it?"

Since the current situation arose because of my ability, I asked what I was most curious about.

"It wasn't much. They wanted to make you their ally or at least neutral, so I suggested making you the Association President."
"...Already?"

Association President.
Being Association President was one of the reasons I decided to unlock my ability.
Park Secretary had promised to support me, but I never imagined I would become Association President so quickly.

"Anyway, after our wedding, we'll arrange your inauguration ceremony as Association President, so keep that in mind."
"..."
"Oh, and Ahjussi."
"Yes, go ahead."

After telling myself I wouldn't be surprised by anything she said anymore, I asked her to continue.

"Since you're becoming the Korea Hunter Association President, would you like to uproot this Hunter Association building in Myeong-dong and relocate it to Goseong?"

I take back what I just thought.
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A space surrounded by thick iron walls on all sides.
Standing in the center with his eyes closed, Kim Young-Seok slowly breathes in while controlling his gravity ability.

Woong. Woong. Woong.

The small needles scattered on the floor begin to float in the air. He opens his eyes and slowly tries to move them.

*This is harder than I thought.*

When an ability awakens, mana circuits are implanted in the body. These aren't fantasy-like mana veins, but rather devices that allow free use of one's awakened ability. Additionally, monsters sometimes drop mana stones with a slim chance, though scientists just named them that because they couldn't come up with anything better—no one knows exactly what energy they contain.

Anyway, the power used to manifest abilities is classified into two main types.

One method involves accumulating energy in the mana circuits. This typically applies to Hunters who use physical abilities in combat. The downside is that once the accumulated energy is depleted, they can't use their abilities until it naturally replenishes. Of course, every disadvantage has an advantage. Physical Hunters don't use mental energy, and their abilities activate instantly upon thought.

Conversely, abilities that are essentially psychic powers use mental energy. Regardless of how much energy is in the mana circuits, these abilities depend on mental strength and are greatly influenced by emotions. For example, when angry, one can output beyond their normal capacity, but burnout comes quickly. However, there are occasional abilities that use the energy stored in mana circuits despite not being physical.

That was precisely my ability for the past ten years—weight reduction.

Thud, thud, thud.

The moment my mind wanders, the needles spinning in the air fall to the floor.

*About one minute?*

After pulling out the Hunter Association building, when I use my ability, it applies to designated objects, but the output and duration are significantly reduced compared to before.

Clank.

While I'm pondering why this is happening, the closed door opens.

"Here's a snack."

Cha Ah-Ram approaches me wearing a cute apron with a rabbit design, carrying a tray.

"Is it going well?"

She asks while setting down the bowls from the tray in a space free of needles.

"I kind of get the feeling, but the output is too weak."

I use gravity on the surrounding needles again, and they begin to float. Ah-Ram watches with interest and grabs one of the floating needles. I was about to warn her of the danger, but remembering how she jumps around on skyscrapers, I close my mouth and observe what she's doing.

"At least it can support my weight."
"If it couldn't do that much, it would be telekinesis, not gravity."

I whisper quietly, looking up at Ah-Ram floating in the air.

"But is gravity really an upgraded version of telekinesis?"

Tap.

"Why ask that suddenly?"

Ah-Ram releases the needle and lands lightly on the floor, tilting her head questioningly.

"To be honest, telekinesis has more versatility than gravity, right? Mine only works up and down, but telekinesis..."
"Can move in all directions."

I'm being promoted in the media as the world's only gravity ability user and even as Cha Ah-Ram's only match, but in reality, I'm weaker than an A-rank telekinesis user.

No, wait.

If an S-rank telekinesis user appeared, couldn't they accomplish what I did when I pulled out that building?

Slap.

Ah-Ram hits my back while I'm lost in thought.

"Telekinesis has better versatility, sure. But have you forgotten? What kind of person was the previous gravity ability user, who's now dead?"
"Weren't you just awakening your abilities back then? The gravity user was from the first generation, right? Back when there wasn't even a Hunter Association, and people just randomly entered dungeons to hunt monsters. Isn't that overhyped?"

The gravity awakened died a year ago in an SS-rank dungeon, which shows a huge gap with Ah-Ram, who clears SS-rank dungeons alone. But everyone keeps putting me on equal footing with her, which is too much pressure.

"Your ability isn't overhyped."
"..."
"Look here."

Ah-Ram points her finger beside me, and the black space begins to distort.

"You know this is compression ability, right?"
"Yes."

Of course I know. I've heard rumors that Hunters with actual space-related abilities were extremely jealous when they saw this form of compressed, twisted space.

"Now try using gravity on this space."
"Huh? What do you mean? Use gravity on it?"

Why would I use gravity on space, not an object?

"No time to hesitate."

The space created by her compression ability begins to grow slightly and starts showing a small suction force.

"If you cancel your ability..."
"I won't cancel it until you use yours."

Black hole—the most dangerous technique among her compression abilities, rumored to have wiped out an entire island. Looking incredulously at her as she refuses to cancel until I use gravity, I finally give up and extend my arm toward the space.

*Just imagine it calmly.*

I exert gravity on the black hole.
At that moment.

Screech!!!
Crack.

The black hole that was at eye level instantly crashes to the floor and begins devouring the thick iron floor indiscriminately.

Zzzzzk.

As the floor on the opposite side suddenly caves in, she finally cancels her ability and smiles at me.

"See that?"
"See what?"

This only makes me feel more inadequate. I was secretly trying to eliminate the black hole, but all I did was use gravity to push it down.

"...You really don't understand?"
"Huh?"

Finding my reaction strange, Ah-Ram looks perplexed and places her hand on my forehead.

"Did you fry your brain from training too much today?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Do you really not know?"
"What are you trying to say?"
"You just used gravity on a black hole."
"That's obvious, isn't it?"
"...What? Obvious?"

I don't understand why Ah-Ram keeps saying such nonsensical things...
Wait a minute...?
I successfully used gravity on a black hole?
Unlike the objects I've been training with, space isn't something tangible.

"Now you understand from your expression. What you're thinking is correct. Your ability is powerful enough to constrain even my ability."

This was something I never imagined.
How could gravity, which merely pulls toward the ground, move space itself?

"Telekinesis? Pfft... Yes, telekinesis has wider versatility. But it lacks depth. At most, it just moves objects. But your gravity ability?"

Ah-Ram's eyes sparkle as she reveals the truth to me.

"You can move everything in this world according to your will."

Swoosh!

As I stare blankly at Ah-Ram's passionate explanation, goosebumps rise on my skin.

"So don't feel inferior to something as mundane as telekinesis. Understand?"
"...I understand."
"Good boy. Good."

She rises on her tiptoes to pat my head in praise.

"Now, little Young-Seok? Since you've studied hard, shall we eat?"
"Thanks."
"Hehe. You won't find a supportive bride like me easily, so love me forever. Got it?"
"Yes, I'll only look at you for thousands of years."



* * *



With one week left until the wedding, I'm currently living a busy life.
When I wake up in the morning, I go to the Cheonmun Guild and train in the iron room made especially for me.
After having a simple lunch with Ah-Ram, I come home, turn on my stream, and share important know-how and dungeon experiences with viewers.
In the evening, I return to the Cheonmun Guild for wedding rehearsals, then go home together to end the day.

"Ugh... so tedious."

Of course, during my Hunter days, I was extremely busy rushing to dungeons when waves broke out, tracking and catching monsters that appeared in urban areas.
But...

"It's somehow boring."

Kill monsters. Save people. Save money to buy Hunter equipment. Form parties with colleagues.
When I was a Hunter, I had colleagues who helped me never feel bored, but now the only people I meet are Cha Ah-Ram, Park Secretary, and Cheonmun Guild members who just bow deeply when we pass by.

"Should I go meet them?"

After the wedding, we need to go on our honeymoon. After that, according to Ah-Ram and Park Secretary's plan, I'll take the position of Association President and handle administrative duties.
And in my spare time, I need to train my gravity ability.
So if I want to meet them, now is the only time.

"Hmm..."

After contemplating for a while, I finally make up my mind and send a text to Ah-Ram.

[Me: I'm going to Seoul alone for about two days. Don't worry, I absolutely won't meet other women.]

After sending this notification message rather than asking for permission, I quickly change into outdoor clothes and leave the house.
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After sending a notification text to Cha Ah-Ram and stepping out of the front door before receiving a reply, I noticed movement from the Cheonmun Guild members providing security around the house.

The real issue was how to slip away. Since I'd already sent the text, there was a high chance Ah-Ram would contact the security team. Even if I hadn't texted her and tried to sneak out, the guards would have noticed my movement, followed me, and contacted her anyway. That would have earned me a lifetime of nagging about leaving without notice.

One minute, two minutes, three minutes passed.
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't figure out a way to sneak out of here... wait?

*That's strange. Ah-Ram usually replies to my texts immediately.*

Even when she's busy, she always answers my calls and texts right away. Yet all this time had passed without any response. I pulled my phone from my pocket to check the message I'd sent—it showed as read.

Could it be? Was she implicitly giving me permission?
The Cha Ah-Ram I know? The same woman who video calls me constantly when we're apart for just a few hours? The same woman who glares daggers at anyone, male or female, who merely speaks to me? That Cha Ah-Ram is letting me go quietly?

With a glimmer of hope, I slowly walked outside.

*Of course not.*

The Cheonmun Guild members who had been keeping their distance approached me. I sighed deeply, wondering how to handle this situation, when—

"Young Master, the Agassi asked us to give you this and told us to wish you a safe journey."

One of the approximately thirty guild members stepped forward as their representative and handed me something.

"She wants me to take this?"

I accepted what he offered, repeating his words in confusion.

"Also, the Agassi said it's strange for the weak to guard the strong, so she's ordered us to stop the security detail and return to headquarters. We will no longer be able to provide protection for you, Young Master."
"...Oh, r-right."

What's going on here?
Not only is she allowing me to go to Seoul for two days, but she's also removing my security detail? Is she sick?
If she's not sick, this can't possibly be Cha Ah-Ram.

"Without the Young Master, a storm will rage through the Cheonmun Guild. Please take care of yourself, and we'll be on our way."

They left all their vehicles except one and quietly disappeared. I stood there dazed, watching them leave, before finally coming to my senses and checking what the guild member had given me.

"....."

There was a plain black card with no markings and my Hunter card that had been restored through ability testing.

【Name: Kim Young-Seok】
【Rank: S-Class】
【Abilities: Weight Reduction, Gravity】

Yes, if she had only given me this, I would have been touched and loved her even more, but... what the hell is this?!

[Chastity Belt]
[Description: A chastity belt made by combining troll hide and drake scales. Once worn, it cannot be removed without the permission of the other party. Even if forcibly torn, the troll's regenerative abilities embedded in the hide will restore it to its original state.]
[Price: 27,000,000 won]

"...So she anticipated I'd try to travel alone like this."

Terrifying, Cha Ah-Ram!
More importantly, seeing the tag still attached, it's clearly brand new.

Hmm.
I really don't want to wear this.
I should just put it in my bag...?
As I moved to put it in my bag, I clearly saw writing on the back of the tag.

[Ahjussi, I've attached a life detection sensor to the chastity belt, so I'll know immediately if you don't wear it. If you don't want to see me go crazy, please wear it. PS. From your loving bride-to-be]

"What the hell...?"

I rarely curse, but her meticulous strategy made it slip out involuntarily.
So basically, I have to wear it?
After staring at the chastity belt for a while, I finally grimaced and went back inside the house.


* * *


Beep beep beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

Now working in the Cheonmun Guild Master's office, Cha Ah-Ram stared intently at a device on her desk, smiling slightly as the light changed from red to green and maintained a steady signal.

"I trust Ahjussi, but..."

What if some hussy slipped sleeping pills into Ahjussi's food and took advantage of him?
Just imagining it made her want to destroy the country. Ah-Ram, feeling this wasn't the best solution but at least a decent alternative, had hurriedly summoned a dimensional guild member to deliver the chastity belt, credit card, and newly issued Hunter card.

"I still can't calm down."

After staring at the device connected to the chastity belt sensor for a long time, Cha Ah-Ram pressed her hand against her rapidly beating heart, thinking of Kim Young-Seok.

Even though this wasn't their usual meeting time, the thought of being separated for two days made her miss him desperately. She finally pulled up a saved video of Kim Young-Seok on her computer.

-Hahaha. Raising this character's affection level is...

CRACK.

Having unfortunately played a video of him playing a love simulation game, Ah-Ram couldn't contain her anger and crushed the phone in her hand.

"Agassi. Here you are."

Park Secretary, who had been standing by the door, calmly walked over to Cha Ah-Ram and handed her a spare phone he had prepared in advance.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes?"
"What if we just eliminated Seoul altogether?"
"...Pardon?"

The face of Park Secretary, renowned as a master of the poker face, filled with bewilderment.

"Ahjussi is going to Seoul because his colleagues are there, right?"
"Yes, but Seoul..."
"Shut up and listen."

As killing intent suddenly filled Ah-Ram's eyes, Park Secretary promptly closed his mouth.

"Then what if we placed several black holes to make Seoul disappear without a trace and moved South Korea's capital to Goseong? Wouldn't Ahjussi's colleagues naturally come here?"
"....."

*What nonsense.*
Park Secretary wanted to shout that it was absurd, but he didn't have the authority to speak so bluntly. However, he knew that rather than outright denial, the best approach was to carefully soothe her by mentioning Kim Young-Seok.

"But if you do that, the Young Master would be sad. Also, unlike Seoul, Goseong isn't developed enough to accommodate all of Seoul's residents."
"If there's not enough space, we can just build more, can't we?"

*This isn't working at all.*
Park Secretary cursed Ah-Ram inwardly while maintaining an expression of maximum loyalty as he pleaded once more.

"Even if we built more, Goseong has far fewer dungeons than Seoul, which would make it difficult for Hunters who depend on dungeons for their livelihood. And if Hunters struggle to make a living, who knows what might happen to South Korea..."

BANG!
CRACK!

As she listened to Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram slammed both hands on the desk, breaking it in half and sending everything on it crashing to the floor.

"Hey."
"...Yes!"

Seeing Ah-Ram like this, Park Secretary tensed up, reminded of what his boss was like before meeting Kim Young-Seok.

"Since when has Cheonmun been responsible for the livelihood of bugs?"
"....."
"And if Ahjussi is sad, we can just take care of those Hunters' livelihoods ourselves, right?! Right or wrong?"
"R-right."

The Cheonmun Guild earned astronomical amounts of money.
But Park Secretary wanted to object that they weren't rich enough to feed tens of millions of people. However, seeing Ah-Ram's eyes starting to roll back, he ultimately lied.

"And there aren't enough dungeons? If dungeons are lacking, we can drive monsters from dungeons in other regions into one place to create saturation! If we create a Wave, Hunters will go on expeditions there! Are you thick-headed?! Can't you think of that? Do you think I'm paying you good money for nothing?!"

Fortunately, she didn't get physical, but as Park Secretary listened to Ah-Ram's angry tirade, his eyes drifted to the clock on the wall.

*...Only ten minutes have passed.*

She said he'd be gone for two days, so there were 2,870 minutes left.

*That's too long.*

He had endured before, but things were different now.
Park Secretary's expression turned miserable as he prayed for Kim Young-Seok, who had brought him small moments of happiness, to return quickly from Seoul.

"You thick-headed bastard. Answer me."
"The Agassi is correct. However..."
"Choose your words carefully. If you say something strange, I'll rip off your left arm first."

*This is hopeless now.*
As Park Secretary resigned himself and was about to speak—

Ring ring ring. Ring ring ring. Ring ring ring.

A call came in on the spare phone he had given to Cha Ah-Ram.
As her eyes, filled with killing intent, slowly turned toward the phone—

*Huff... huff...*

The oppressive atmosphere that had filled the office dissipated.

"Hello?"

Cha Ah-Ram answered the phone cautiously, her voice so gentle it was hard to believe it was the same person who had just been threatening him.

"I haven't eaten yet because I have no appetite when I'm not eating with Ahjussi. What? Of course I trust you. Yes. Yes. You're wearing it? Yes, I know because the light came on the device earlier... I really do trust you, it's just those bugs targeting you that I don't trust... I really do trust you. Yes."

Park Secretary watched Ah-Ram's expressions change dramatically during the call.
First loving, then sorrowful, then angry...
Though the call seemed to last less than five minutes, her face displayed a lifetime's worth of emotions. Park Secretary inwardly sighed with relief and perked up his ears to hear what Kim Young-Seok was saying to Ah-Ram.

"Of course I worry. It's practically a war zone there. Hmm... your gravity ability is strong, but... Ah... yes."

Park Secretary felt somewhat satisfied seeing her confidently spout nonsense to him but then grovel before Kim Young-Seok.

"Yes, I'll call often. I have to answer? Alright. You know I love you very, very, very much, right? Yes, I love you, Ahjussi. Yes~ I'll hang up now."

After the call ended, Ah-Ram stared blankly at the phone, and Park Secretary tensed up again.

"Park Secretary."

Her voice had lowered after just one phone call, unlike before.

"Yes?"
"Call the Blue House immediately and tell them to hand over CCTV access rights for Seoul."
"CCTV access rights? What do you need those for?"
"If I can't be close to him, I can at least watch from afar, right?"

Smiling gently, Cha Ah-Ram extended her hand toward the broken desk and computer, using her compression ability to completely annihilate them.

"You have ten minutes. Get the CCTV access rights and replace the desk and computer within ten minutes. Okay?"
"Yes, understood."

Though he knew it was an unreasonable request, Park Secretary had no choice but to agree.
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I took a two-day vacation. Well, can I even call it a vacation?

Despite the uncomfortable situation down below, I was enjoying my freedom after a long time, driving slowly to Seoul in the vehicle left behind by a Cheonmun Guild member.

Unlike before dungeons appeared, the once-smooth highway was now shattered in places, like it had been hit by artillery shells. But I'd grown accustomed to the damaged roads and drove skillfully while appreciating the scenery outside.

"I was looking at this same view back then too..."

On the day I awakened my ability and left for my first expedition. Being the youngest in the team, I drove like this with many people on board.

I thought I had lived an intense life. Ten years as a Hunter. And even after retirement, the endless push and pull with Cha Ah-Ram.

"...I think things were even more intense when I met Cha Ah-Ram?"

I always felt my life threatened when entering dungeons, but with Cha Ah-Ram... that's a different story altogether.

When we didn't know each other's feelings, I thought I was just her plaything. So I never let my guard down and desperately followed her actions to protect the people I cared about most. And beyond that, to protect this country.

But to think the result would be marriage?

"..."

Suddenly hit by post-nut clarity, I slowly pull over to the shoulder and stop the car.

"Is this right?"

Even I think this is a strange romance and marriage.

Of course, high-ranking Hunters often marry partners who can benefit each other rather than for love. I've even seen cases where people met at matchmaking sessions, discussed their abilities, and if they seemed compatible, held their wedding the very next day.

"It's amazing I'm still alive."

No matter how I look at it, the chances of a C-rank Hunter surviving against an S-rank Hunter are extremely slim. I stare blankly at the blue sky, praising myself for making it through that chaos and becoming an S-rank Hunter.

"Ah, should I just go to Seoul tomorrow and stay like this?"

Normally, it would take just one day to go to Seoul alone and come back, but wanting abundant freedom, I pushed it a bit and added another day.

"I wonder what Ah-Ram is doing right now?"

It's been about an hour since I texted her that I'd be out playing for two days.

A few scenes of what Cha Ah-Ram might be doing flash through my mind. Tormenting Park Secretary, tormenting Park Secretary...?

Even though she threatens to kill him, I firmly believe he's still alive since I know Park Secretary is the person she cares about most after me.

Come to think of it...?

What kind of life did Cha Ah-Ram lead before meeting me?

Of course, it's certain she was busy clearing dungeons alone or visiting other countries as a mercenary to slaughter Scavengers, as shown in the media.

But that's work.

What kind of daily life did Cha Ah-Ram live?

Cha Ah-Ram, who became the heir to Cheonmun from birth. According to Park Secretary, even as a civilian without abilities, her personality was the same.

And after awakening her Compression ability and other unknown abilities, Cha Ah-Ram rose to the pinnacle of Hunters ruling the world in just one year.

Historically, it's an achievement worthy of applause.

Fourteen SS-rank dungeons. Twenty-three S-rank dungeons. Nine overseas dispatches.

At such a young age.

A girl who could have rested comfortably burned through her life traversing so many dungeons and countries.

Most people describe Cha Ah-Ram like this:
The worst Hunter without any sense of responsibility, a witch.

I'm not trying to erase the evil deeds she's done.

I just think that this society, or rather this world, made her this way.

And in this world that became like this, she took responsibility in her own way.

"...I miss her."

Rare silver hair. Deep purple eyes. Delicate features. Clear skin. Selfish figure.

With all the elements that would make any man fall for her at first sight, I wonder what she's doing right now.

She doesn't open her heart to anyone except Park Secretary.

She even hates her parents.

Yet to me, she's more precious than anyone else in the world.

Ring ring ring.

Snicker.

As my phone mounted on the holder rings, the corners of my mouth twitch.

"Not so noble after all."

I take the phone from the holder, clear my throat, and answer.

"Ahjussi, what are you doing?"
"I was driving but stopped on the shoulder for a bit to rest."

Is it because I missed her?

Even though I try to speak calmly, my voice trembles slightly.

"What are you doing, Ah-Ram?"
"I just finished a meeting and I'm heading up to my office."
"..."

I consider how to continue the conversation after her response, but nothing comes to mind, so I remain silent for a moment.

After about 20 seconds...

"...I miss you, Ahjussi. Don't you miss me?"
"I was just thinking about you too."

I answer honestly to her confession of missing me.

"Then come back down."
"..."
"You said you miss me, right? Then hurry back to see me."

For a moment, I felt the urge to turn the steering wheel and head back to Goseong, but if I don't go up now, it will be difficult to meet my old colleagues in the future.

"I feel like this is the last time."

Not just for married men, but for married women too.

Once you get married, you inevitably neglect all relationships except work colleagues.

Even my parents found it difficult to keep in touch with friends while taking care of their family.

"And it's not like we won't see each other. It's just two days."

My lifelong partner.

I'll see her beautiful face to my heart's content in the future.

"To me, just two days feels like 2 years, 20 years."

She rarely speaks weakly, but unusually, she keeps begging me to come back.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"What kind of life did you lead before meeting me?"

I ask for the first time since we started dating.

"Me? Why do you ask?"
"I'm curious."
"I... lived in a black and white world."
"A black and white world?"

I recall what she told me before.

"A tasteless life. I just lived as I was living."
"..."

I become solemn without realizing it as she talks about living a tasteless daily life, paradoxically because she had everything.

"What about me?"

During those 10 years when I thought my mission was to hunt monsters and save people.

Was there ever a time when it was tasteless? I wonder, but...

There was no such life for me.

It was always intense and rewarding. Happy. Sad.

I lived feeling a sense of achievement as I grew day by day.

I think that's what human life is about.

But Cha Ah-Ram couldn't live such a life.

"Ah-Ram. This might sound cliché, but I'll do this much for you."
"What is it?"
"I promise to show you not a tasteless daily life again, but a happy one."
"Then come back to me right now. Come back quickly and hug me."

I spoke solemnly, but as the conversation returns to square one, I smile gently.

"Huh? Suddenly I can't hear anything?"
"...You're. Ly.ing!"
"That's strange? I think my phone is broken?"
"Don't lie! I know you can hear me!"
"Since my phone seems to be broken, I'll call you back when it's fixed."


* * *


Having resumed driving, I realize I'm entering a city as I leave behind the desolate land, collapsed buildings, roughly grown grass, and untended trees, and I check to see where I am.

"It's Daejeon?"

Daejeon Metropolitan City.

A city that suffered heavy damage after dungeons flooded. About 50% or more of the buildings collapsed, and of the 1.4 million people, it's said that fewer than 200,000 remain now.

"And..."

Daejeon is also famous as a place frequently invaded by Scavengers.

No matter how many dispatches Seoul sends to catch Scavengers, it's only temporary.

Because the number of Hunters who fall from society in real-time exceeds the number killed by dispatches.

"Should I go take a look?"

I'm not afraid of Scavengers anymore.

Rather, Scavengers should avoid me now, given my level.

And I have time now.

I wasn't planning to go straight to Seoul anyway.

Wanting to see what Daejeon has become, I exit the highway and enter the city.

As I start to enter Daejeon Metropolitan City, groups of Hunters in heavy equipment can be seen here and there along the road.

"Let's see."

I'm feeling hungry, so I decide to stop at a restaurant to eat before sightseeing when suddenly—

Honk!

A car that had been following closely behind me for the past few minutes honks its horn and pulls up beside my vehicle.

"What's going on?"

The window of the other car opens, and someone gestures at me, so I adjust my speed and open my driver's side window.

"Pull over."
"Why so suddenly?"
"Do you want to die, you bastard? I said pull over!"
"...What did I do wrong?"
"I said pull over."

What's going on right now?

No matter how I think about it, I haven't done anything wrong.

In the past, there would have been traffic laws, but there aren't any now, and I was driving safely.

But at the man's demand to pull over as he bulges his veins, I stop the car by the side of the road.

"Hey, get out."

The man, already out of his car, approaches the driver's side and tells me to get out.

"What's the matter?"
"Yeah, there is."

What's going on? I tilt my head in confusion as I get out of the car.

"Hey, for someone who looks like that, you're driving a nice car?"

The man spouts words that could be either praise or insult as he scans me and my car with gleaming eyes.

"It's a rental."
"...What? Are you talking back to me?"

The man picks a fight, saying I'm talking back even though I just said it's not mine.

By now, I've realized the man is picking a fight, but I pretend not to know because the situation is interesting.

"First, take off all your clothes and hand over the car keys."

As if they've been waiting, three men get out of the other car and surround me.

"I can give you the car, but the clothes... that would be difficult."

I'd prefer to avoid bloodshed if possible.

But strip me of my clothes too?

"...Chastity Belt."

If it were the old me, I might have done what they asked to survive even if they picked a fight, but now I need to defend my clothes at all costs to avoid showing the Chastity Belt.

"Are you ignoring our boss's mercy right now?"

A fierce-looking man approaches me, swaggering, and just as he's about to press his finger against my chest—

"You five over there, stop what you're doing and get down on the ground!"

From a distance, a young woman with a megaphone approaches us.

Ch.126 - Marriage (11)
A young woman in a black uniform approaches us.

"Get down on the ground and put your hands on your head!"

She tells us to get down again, but neither I nor the four men who were harassing me move. Instead, the men smile maliciously.

"Well, who do we have here? Isn't this Officer O Ji-Ah, the pride of Daejeon?"

Since the Hunter Association was established, police authority has plummeted. In particular, unlike soldiers who could use weapons, police officers who couldn't awaken abilities were unable to be deployed in the field. As a result, 95% resigned, leaving only 5% remaining.

*It's been a long time since I've seen police.*

Only armed soldiers or Hunters working for the Hunter Association guarded against Scavengers or dungeons. So naturally, I hadn't seen police in ages.

But now a police officer—a female officer capable of field deployment—has appeared, and the men harassing me seem to recognize her as they roll their eyes and lick their lips.

"Didn't I tell you before to stop randomly harassing people?"
"Harassing?"

One man makes an exaggerated gesture and turns to me.

"Were we harassing anyone?"
"....."

I decide to keep quiet and assess the situation. The man, thinking I'm intimidated, smiles broadly.

"We were just helping this person. Right?"

The man seeks my agreement. The female officer watching this frowns.

"Are you really helping? If you feel threatened by these people, please tell me immediately."

They were definitely harassing me, not helping.
But I didn't feel threatened.
So how should I explain this?
As I rack my brain trying to find the right answer to defuse the situation...

Grab.

The man approaches me, forcibly puts his arm around my shoulders, and whispers in my ear.

"You think that female officer can protect you? Face reality. Otherwise, you might not see tomorrow."
"Hah....."

It's annoying enough that he's forcibly grabbing me, but the biggest problem is that he doesn't recognize me. From news articles about being Cha Ah-Ram's lover to awakening from C-rank Hunter to S-rank Hunter—I was in the media just this morning.

*Is this celebrity syndrome...?*

If they had recognized me while harassing me and apologized, I would have been willing to accept it. But they don't recognize me and even threaten that I won't see tomorrow?

"You're disgusting. Take your hand off me."

I immediately change my tone and give a final warning, but it doesn't work at all. Instead, he pokes my cheek with his finger.

"Look at this?"

A feeling between curiosity and irritation rises as he keeps looking me up and down.

"Hey guys, this person seems to trust Officer O Ji-Ah. What do you think?"
"Well? Just seems like someone with a death wish. Should we kill him?"
"Brother, we're B-rank, and that female officer is just C-rank... how could she possibly survive?"
"Haven't we been wanting this for a while? Let's just kill the man and take the woman."

I thought they were nasty people, but judging from what they're saying, they're definitely Scavengers.
As I smell the foul breath coming from right next to me, I turn my head to look at the female officer. She's trembling but doesn't run away, her eyes filled with determination to save me.

*I was trying to avoid killing people if possible...*

I'm not a saint.
I'm just like everyone else.
I just prefer killing monsters over killing people.
I prefer saving people over killing them.

That's not to say I've never killed before.
Rather, I believe that evil people who disrupt this world should die.

They say where there's light, there's darkness, but darkness already exists.
The absolute evil that no one can challenge: Cha Ah-Ram.

"Officer O Ji-Ah?"
"I-I'll buy you some time, so please go to the police station and request backup..."

When I call out to the female officer, despite her pale expression, she shows determination to buy time.

"Would you mind closing your eyes?"
"What? What are you saying..."
"Brother, I think this guy is crazy."
"Since she's pretty, it looks like he's proposing. Should we help him?"
"Let's tear off his limbs and rape her to see what expression she makes..."

Splat.

The moment the man who first harassed me—the one they called "brother"—makes a lewd expression and spouts vulgar words, his entire body is crushed and bursts, spraying blood everywhere.

Drip, drip.

"...Huh?"

While I control the gravity in the entire surrounding space to block all the blood splatter, the other men who witnessed their "brother" burst apart look shocked.

"W-what just..."

Splat!

And the moment the man near the female officer opens his mouth, the same thing happens—his body is crushed to the ground and explodes.

"F-fuck..."

One of the two remaining men immediately prostrates himself.

"P-please spare me."
"Didn't you say you were going to kill me?"

Step, step.

I approach the prostrate man, step on his head, and speak softly.

"I-it was all brother's orders... We just had to follow what brother said... Aaaagh!!!!"

The man screams loudly as I apply pressure with my foot.

"W-what are you doing? Stop immediately."
"...What?"

The man getting his head crushed, the man frozen in fear, and the female officer who had been watching the situation suddenly shouts at me to stop.

"Are you talking to me?"
"...Yes! No matter how bad these people are, I cannot condone murder as a police officer!"

Hmm? That makes sense.
She's a police officer, so she can't condone murder.
But...

"If you answer this question well, I won't kill them. How about that?"
"Ask away."
"Not as a police officer, but as one person to another, what should be done in this situation?"

I'm curious about this officer's values.
What if I had been a powerless ordinary person?
They casually talked about tearing off my limbs and raping her.
It would be a lie to say she felt nothing about that.

"Still, I..."
"Stop right there. Don't say any more."

The moment she starts to say "still," irritation washes over me, and I raise my hand to stop her from speaking.

More malicious than the men who harassed me, the type of people I hate and despise the most:
Hypocrites.
The kind who stick to their own standards, refuse to be flexible, and make situations worse with their stubbornness.

Crunch.

I apply force to my foot and crush the head beneath it.

Tremble, tremble.
Crunch.

I slowly approach the man sitting on the ground, shaking violently, and finish him off.

"I-I told you to stop..."
"Stop squawking. It's disgusting."
"....."

Suddenly, the female officer overlaps in my mind with a Hunter I once met in a dungeon, and irritation surges as I spit out harsh words.

"I'd like to shatter your fixed mindset, but I don't have time. So forget what you've seen here and go on your way."

Even as I get back in my car and start the engine, I notice the female officer still standing there. I barely suppress my rising anger and offer her some advice.


* * *


"Enjoy your meal, young man."

In a soup restaurant near city hall.
A warm-smiling grandmother sets down the soup I ordered on the table.

"Thank you for the food."

Slurp.

As I pick up my spoon and taste the broth first, I feel energy flowing through my body.
I scoop up rice, soak it in the broth, add some radish kimchi, and the savory soup and refreshing kimchi flavors blend perfectly in my mouth.

"Young man."

The grandmother sitting across from me calls out with a fond smile.

"Yes?"
"Where are you from?"
"Me? I'm from Goseong in South Gyeongsang Province. Why do you ask?"
"I was just curious since I haven't seen you before. How did you end up in Daejeon?"
"I'm on my way to Seoul and just stopped by."
"I see."

The grandmother's expression suddenly darkens.

"Finish your meal and head to Seoul quickly."
"Why?"

I ask as she forces a smile.

"There are many bad people here."
"...Is that so?"
"And it's dangerous to drive a car like that. So hurry up and leave Daejeon after you eat."

A sad expression. A concerned look.
Unlike the female officer earlier, the grandmother who sees the situation clearly tells me to run away.
But it's already too late.
I already noticed the presences watching from afar when I killed those four men earlier.

Daejeon. Where Scavengers stay.
And the people who remain.
The thoughts swirling in my head become clear.

"Mmm. Grandmother, this is really delicious."
"It's a 40-year tradition."
"I'll come back for another delicious soup next time."
"There are plenty of good restaurants in Seoul, so don't come to Daejeon."

The grandmother continues to worry about me even as I pay.
Looking at her, I smile and say:

"By the time I come back, the bad people will be gone, so I'll visit again. Please give me extra service then."

I pop a complimentary mint candy from the counter into my mouth and leave the restaurant.
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After leaving the restaurant, I walked leisurely to a secluded area, leaving my parked car behind.

*Twenty of them?*

Unlike the guild members who had been guarding me, these followers weren't skilled at concealing their presence. I could feel their murderous intent as they trailed me. I walked slowly, checking my condition to prepare for sending them to hell.

After walking for about five minutes, I spotted an abandoned, half-collapsed building and entered it.

Thud. Thud.

Their footsteps echoed in rhythm with mine. When I reached the center of the ruined building, I turned around.

"I don't know who you are, but quite a few people have been following me. Would you mind telling me why?"

I spoke quietly into the seemingly empty space. They had all hidden when I turned, invisible to my eyes but unable to conceal their presence.

"How did you know?"

Scavengers emerged from various corners of the collapsed building. The one who appeared to be their leader asked with a cruel smile.

"Let me ask you instead. Did you really think I wouldn't notice when you were so obvious?"

The leader's face contorted at my response. His expression was already unpleasant, but it became even more unsightly when twisted.

"Then you must also know this."

His contorted expression relaxed.

"That this will be your grave."
"Villains always say things like that. Ah, everyone knows how villains end up, right?"

Don't these villains feel embarrassed saying such clichéd lines? No originality whatsoever.

"No. You'll receive special treatment."

After considering something, the leader's mouth twisted into a smile.

"I'll rip off your arms and legs and let you dry slowly in the sun until you die. Don't worry, we'll broadcast it until your final moment."
"...Broadcast?"

What broadcast is he talking about?

"You're not going to tell me you don't know the Chingksan channel?"

What the hell is the Chingksan channel?
Could they be uploading murder scenes directly to Neotube?
But even on Neotube, which guarantees freedom, I was certain that murder and Scavenger content would be banned.

"Is it on Neotube?"

I asked genuinely, not knowing, but the leader's face reddened in response.

"Not Neotube, Daeluk! Daeluk!"
"Ah, Daeluk."

Originally there were three internet broadcasting platforms, but after Tritch disappeared, only Neotube and Daeluk remained. I'd never used Daeluk, but I'd heard rumors about its extremely loose content policies. That's why I chose Neotube, which was more mainstream and had established rules, rather than Daeluk when deciding on a platform.

If Daeluk had fallen so low that Scavengers could livestream murder...maybe it would be better to ask her to eliminate it?

*I should check it out later.*

Leaving that thought aside, I emerged from my contemplation.

"So, are you broadcasting right now?"

The leader revealed his yellowed teeth when I asked out of curiosity.

"Yes. We're live."
"How many viewers do you have?"

The leader tilted his head at my continued questioning.

"Why would someone about to die ask about that?"
"Just curious. How popular must you be that Daeluk doesn't sanction you for broadcasting murder?"
"I'm too busy to explain such things to someone who's about to die. If you want to know, find out in hell. Boys."

As the leader stepped toward me, the other Scavengers who had been snickering also slowly approached.

"But seriously, don't you know who I am?"
"...Who are you supposed to be?"

Why can't they recognize me? Those four Scavengers earlier were the same.

"Don't you read articles or watch the news? Or even browse Awakened community forums a little? You'd know me then."

This isn't self-flattery, but any Awakened living in South Korea would know who I am. They speak Korean too fluently to be foreigners.

The leader paused.

"Who are you?"

"Aren't you broadcasting right now? Ask your viewers."

The leader immediately turned his head and called to the Scavenger holding a camera at the back.

"Viewers, we're about to hunt our prey, but it seems we've caught someone significant. So I'm wondering, does anyone recognize this man in front of us? If you do, I'll gift you a 30-day ad-free subscription."

Though his head was turned, his eyes kept glancing back at me, and his expression gradually hardened.

"Judging by your face, they told you?"
"...S-rank?"
"What? Never seen an S-rank before?"

With trembling pupils, the leader cautiously asked me:

"Why would an S-rank Hunter be alone, dressed like that...?"

BOOM!

"What's wrong with how I'm dressed?!"

In an instant, the leader's body flew into the air and became embedded in the half-destroyed ceiling.

"Kuhek...!"
"Oh, sorry. I recently re-awakened my ability, so I'm having trouble controlling my strength."

Slipping away quietly.

"AAAAGH!! My, my legs!!! My legs!!!"

While my attention was on the leader coughing blood from the ceiling, I sensed the camera-holding Scavenger trying to sneak away. I immediately applied gravity to his legs, causing his lower body to explode.

"Where do you think you're going?"

Step by step.

Now the situation had reversed—as I approached them, the Scavengers backed away.

"...Shit!!!"

I picked up the camera that had fallen beside the Scavenger whose legs had exploded and who was now flailing.

"Can you see my face clearly?"

[Holy shit;;;]
[Why is Kim Young-Seok here?]
[We're fucked.]
[Don't you know who's behind him? Delete your IDs and disappear!]

The viewers' chat was visible on the back of the camera.

"Ten thousand people gathered to watch someone die."

What should I do?
If I ask her, she could track down these bystanders, or rather, potential murderers watching the broadcast.

"I'm going to start with those trying to leave the room, so would you answer my questions?"

In my ten years as a Hunter, I've learned one thing deeply: Scavengers and evil people shouldn't be left alone. They claim to be a necessary evil, but they're just plain thugs. And even worse are those who stand by watching people die, or worse, those who imitate such actions. In my eyes, these ten thousand viewers all have that potential.

"Pl-please spare me. That bastard forced me to do everything. He said he'd kill me if I didn't cooperate. So, hey? No, Hunter Kim Young-Seok. What about me? I haven't been used much, so I'm still tight. You'll be satisfied if you try me."

One of the prettier female Scavengers jumped in front of me, speaking rapidly.

"Hmm..."
"Do-do you have a preferred position? I can do both masochist and sadist. So..."
"I don't need your body. Just answer my questions and I'll let you live."
"Just say it! Just tell me what you want to know. I'll answer anything."

Her pale face regained color at the mention of being spared.

"Why do all of you say the same thing in situations like this?"
"...What? I don't understand what you mean. If you could explain more clearly..."
"I mean..."

As she crawled toward me on her knees, I pinned her face to the floor with my foot.

"Why do you beg for your life with excuses like 'I didn't want to do it' or 'They forced me to do it or they'd kill me'?"
"...Pl-please, spare..."
"Shut up."

CRACK.

I crushed the area under her jaw with force.

"Uuugh!!! Uuugh!"

With her jaw completely shattered, she made unintelligible sounds and shed bloody tears. The sight almost softened my heart, but remembering the victims of these people made it easier.

"First person to raise their hand who knows what 'innate goodness' means."

WHOOSH!

Taking my eyes off the dying woman with the crushed jaw, I turned to the Scavengers who were ready to flee at any moment. Instantly, they all raised their hands.

"You, explain what innate goodness means."
"...I-I don't know who said it... but it means..."
"If you stutter, I'll ask someone else."

Seeing him trembling as he kept looking at the man with exploded legs and the woman with the crushed jaw was frustrating, so I threatened to ask someone else.

SLAP!

He slapped his own cheek to forcibly suppress his fear.

"It means that people's nature is inherently good when they are born, sir."
"Correct. Now, applause."

Clap, clap, clap.

When I suddenly ordered applause, the remaining terrified Scavengers reluctantly clapped.

"Now a question. I'll spare only one person who gets this right."

All heads turned toward me at the mention of sparing just one person.

"Are you humans or beasts? There are only two options, so it should be easy. This is also first-come, first-served, so speak quickly."

As Kim Young-Seok posed the question, a red energy swirled in his clear eyes.


* * *


"Secretary Park."
"Yes, Agassi."
"Deal with all those bastards right now."
"Yes!"

Secretary Park swiftly left the Guild Master's office at Cha Ah-Ram's command.

"How dare they touch Ahjussi?"

Cha Ah-Ram, whose eyes resembled those of Kim Young-Seok being broadcast on the Scavenger's channel, muttered before picking up her phone to make a call.
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I don't believe that people are born inherently good. Among all the people I've known, only two were truly good: Kim Se-Bong and Baek Seol-Ah. Even though I consider them good by my standards, I believe their personalities were shaped by their circumstances.

Do I believe people are inherently evil then? No, I don't believe that either. If everyone was born evil, the world would have collapsed long ago.

"Please... spare me..."

Crunch.

The last remaining Scavenger. Without a moment's hesitation, I use my gravity ability.

"...I have no regrets."

Many people say hate the sin, not the sinner. There were also loud voices saying that no matter what wrongs were committed, we should follow the law.

Human rights. Democracy. None of those things help in the world I live in now. I'm against sacrificing the few for the many, but someone had to act in this situation, so I didn't hesitate.

RUMBLE!

I desperately hope that fewer people will suffer because of me. I escape from the half-collapsed building littered with corpses and bring it down completely, creating a tomb for those who were eating away at the world.

* * *

After Kim Young-Seok left Daejeon.
Black vans arrive one after another at the collapsed building. Guild members with the Cheonmun mark get out of the vehicles, and Park Secretary, who exits last, has them line up in formation before him.

"Kids."
"......"

As he scans them with fierce eyes, the guild members tremble like aspen leaves.

"What did I tell you?"
"....."
"Answer me!!!"
"Y-Young Master should be protected as our top priority, no matter what, sir."
"And why did I say that?"

With his neck flushed red from anger, Park Secretary shouts with bulging veins.

"F-For the sake of Agassi's mental state..."
"And! Knowing! That! You! Let! Young Master get attacked by those trash Scavengers?!"

Park Secretary approaches the lined-up guild members, cracking his knuckles and emphasizing each word.

"....."

Despite Park Secretary's powerful kicks, the guild members endure the pain without making a sound.

"I told you not to escort him. I never said not to clean up the trash, did I?"

Park Secretary himself knows this is unreasonable. But he believes they should have at least tracked Kim Young-Seok's movements to prepare accordingly. Angry and feeling wretched, Park Secretary disciplines the guild members before hanging his head.

"You've all seen Agassi recently, right?"
".....Yes!"

Park Secretary covers his face with both hands. The guild members answer with stern expressions.

"You know that Agassi never smiled once before meeting Young Master, right?"
"....."
"And you know that Young Master is the only person in this world who can make her smile."

They know all too well. Kim Young-Seok's very existence completely changed Cheonmun's atmosphere. What was once a guild with strict rules and a disregard for human life now has a family-like atmosphere like other guilds. The guild members, knowing this better than anyone, can't make any excuses.

"What if, just what if, Young Master hadn't awakened his gravity ability? What do you think would have happened?"

Shudder.
The mere thought is terrifying. Among the Scavengers that Kim Young-Seok dealt with, some were even active as A-rank Hunters.

"We always put our lives on the line, so it doesn't matter if we die, but..."

Park Secretary, who has removed his hands from his face and raised his head, has a menacing gleam in his eyes.

"What about our families?"
"....."
"And what if Agassi were to go berserk? The entire land of Korea would be completely annihilated. That's why I told you to prioritize Young Master over Agassi."

Park Secretary stops speaking, places his hand on the back of his neck, and tries to calm his anger.

"I'll give you one hour."
"....."
"Bring me everyone involved in this incident."
"....."
"Don't kill a single one of them. Bring them here, right now. Understood?"
"Yes! Understood."
"What are you waiting for! Move it, now!"

At Park Secretary's shout, numerous Cheonmun guild members vanish without a trace from before him.

"Haah....."

Trembling.

After sending all the guild members away, Park Secretary sits down with a sigh and tries to stop his trembling right hand by holding it with his left.

This incident will definitely not be overlooked by Cha Ah-Ram. Just from the look in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes as she watched Kim Young-Seok's situation through CCTV, his hands are trembling like this. If the cleanup goes wrong, Cha Ah-Ram, who considers all humans except Kim Young-Seok to be bugs, will surely take matters into her own hands.

'That must not happen.'

Cha Ah-Ram should only operate in dungeons. The day her blade turns toward humans, it will bring great calamity. Knowing this well, Park Secretary sighs deeply again and takes out his phone to report to his superior, Cha Ah-Ram.

* * *

Brass Party.
There were two main reasons why they formed a party instead of a raid team.

First, a raid team requires a minimum of 50 members.
Second, to meet raid team conditions, they need to clear S-rank dungeons at least 5 times.

In the Brass Party where Kim Young-Seok belonged, the highest-ranked member was Han-Seok, a physical-type A-rank ability user.
Han-Seok alone wasn't enough for S-rank dungeons, and even if they attempted it, the lives of lower-ranked Hunters couldn't be guaranteed, so they only cleared safe-ranked dungeons.
As a result:

A-rank dungeon clears: 37 times.
B-rank dungeon clears: 83 times.
C-rank dungeon clears: 217 times.

They had more dungeon clears than any other raid team or party in Seoul. This made the Brass Party known among Hunters and civilians, quickly gaining them fame.

"Wow, it's been a really long time."

Having arrived in Seoul, I pick up Han-Seok, who came to meet me, and have him sit in the passenger seat.

"Have you been well?"
"You know, just getting nagged as usual."

Han-Seok smiles at my words. But his eyes aren't smiling, so I tilt my head in confusion.

"Are you sick or something?"
"Me? I'm not sick anywhere."
"Then why are you so tense?"
"....."

Right, Han-Seok always had that expression when he was extremely nervous. Surely he's not tense because I've risen to S-rank? After all, we've been together for years... The world is too messed up to think like that, so I decide to ask directly.

"Han-Seok."
"What?"
"Are you afraid of me now?"
"....."
"Are you scared because I became S-rank?"
"....."

The moment I ask if he's afraid, his smiling lips droop and freeze.

"Han-Seok. You don't see me as someone who'd abuse my power just because I got an S-rank, right?"
".....No, that's not it."

I feel slightly relieved that he at least denies that.

"Whether I'm C-rank or S-rank, I'm still me."
"....."
"Just like when you were A-rank and I was C-rank, we were friends. Whether I'm S-rank, SS-rank, or SSS-rank, I'll always be your colleague and friend."
"I'm sorry. My thinking was narrow-minded."

As Han-Seok apologizes with his head slightly bowed, I forcibly lift his head.

"Why are you apologizing? This isn't your fault."

It's the fault of a world that makes people fear others just because they're S-rank.

"So, like before, be comfortable...?"

Just as I'm about to tell him to be comfortable, Han-Seok wraps his arm around my neck and rubs my temple with his fist like a drill.

"Congratulations! You finally made it to S-rank! I always knew you would!"

Han-Seok's attitude suddenly changes as he laughs heartily and sincerely congratulates me on becoming S-rank.

"Wait, did you just trick me?"

I glare at Han-Seok, but it has no effect as he winks at me.

"I'm a good actor, right? Should I become an actor with these skills?"

Haah.
I was honestly hurt and worried. If Han-Seok was this tense, what expressions would the others make when I meet them? I was afraid it would be too sad to lose the comrades I'd been through thick and thin with.
Thank goodness. What a relief.
I keep patting my chest in relief and throw a punch at Han-Seok's stomach.

"Kuhek!"

Han-Seok, an A-rank physical ability user, makes a pained expression.

"Y-You jerk. Your punches have gotten stronger too. I can't fight you anymore. I'd definitely lose. From now on, you're the action leader of Mars."

Seeing him continue to joke around puts all my anxieties to rest.

"I'm not satisfied with just being the action leader."
".....Would you like to be the party leader, Hunter Kim Young-Seok?"

Han-Seok bows exaggeratedly, offering his position. Looking at him, I finally burst into laughter.

"Forget it. There'll be good news soon, so let's talk again then."
"Good news? Ah, the media keeps talking about you getting married. So you're really marrying that wit— I mean, your future wife? Congratulations."

Han-Seok was about to say "witch" but quickly checks my reaction and changes it to "future wife."

"Marriage is one thing, but there'll be more good news soon. You can look forward to it."
"Good news? What is it that you can confidently say I should look forward to?"

Han-Seok urges me curiously, but as punishment for tricking me earlier, I decide to keep it a secret until then.
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The door to the Brass Party office near the Hunter Association opens, revealing Han-Seok and Kim Young-Seok.

"Woohoo!!!"
"S-rank! S-rank! S-rank!"

All the colleagues who had ever worked with Kim Young-Seok cheer enthusiastically to welcome him.

"Has everyone been well?"

I feel slightly embarrassed by such a warm reception, which I hadn't expected. Seeing my embarrassment, the Hunters from Brass approach me with mischievous expressions and shake my hand.

"You jerk. You promised me we'd die together hunting monsters, and now what? You're marrying Hunter Cha Ah-Ram? You've insulted me."

Jin-Kyu, who fought alongside me the longest after Han-Seok, jokes playfully.

"That's right. Some people are obsessed with women but remain single, while others get married... the world works in strange ways."

Dae-Cheol chimes in, standing next to Jin-Kyu.

"Did you just call me a woman-obsessed single?"
"I never said you were a loser who can't even talk to women despite drooling over them, did I?"
"You little—"
"Alright, calm down."

Han-Seok quickly steps between Jin-Kyu and Dae-Cheol as they start to fight.

"Kim Young-Seok, our longtime comrade of Brass, has returned triumphantly."

I see some familiar faces who used to enter dungeons with me, but also some new faces who must have been recruited recently.

"Young-Seok," Han-Seok nudges my side with his elbow.

"Hello everyone. I'm Kim Young-Seok, former member of Brass Party. I'm very happy to greet you all like this."
"That's it?"

Lee Jin-Sung tilts his head questioningly, and everyone nods in agreement.

"What do you mean 'that's it'?"
"I mean, did you come empty-handed?"

He extends his open palm toward me.

"If you've returned successful, shouldn't you bring gifts?"

Ah, right.
I was going to buy gifts.
I forgot because of the incident in Daejeon and meeting Han-Seok after so long.

"Surely not, right? I believe without a doubt that you brought gifts."
"Sorry, I forgot to buy presents."

Their excited expressions quickly turn to betrayal at my words.

"H-how could you do this, Young-Seok?"
"Huh?"

Jin-Sung whimpers and lightly punches my chest.

"Is not bringing gifts really such a terrible thing?"
"Of course it is! I was so looking forward to it. I fully expected you—who became the husband of Cha Ah-Ram, an S-rank Hunter with unparalleled looks, strength, and wealth—to shyly hand over gifts saying, 'I just picked this up on the way'!"
"....."
"You, step back."

Han-Seok grabs Jin-Sung's shoulders and pulls him back as he becomes more agitated.

"S-rank Hunter Kim Young-Seok must give gifts immediately!"
"That's right! If you weren't going to bring gifts, why did you even come?"
"These guys...!"

Han-Seok places his hand on my shoulder with an exasperated expression.

"Young-Seok, I'm sorry. I failed to manage the party members properly."

Only you welcome me without expecting gifts, Han-Seok.
I never doubted that Han-Seok, who spent seven years with me, would welcome me without any conditions.

"But... why didn't you bring anything?"
"...Huh?"
"Come to think of it, that's quite inconsiderate."

Han-Seok's grip on my shoulder gradually tightens.

"Sigh... I didn't raise you this way. I'm so disappointed."
"Raise? Who?"
"When you were a C-rank Hunter, who cleaned up after you? Who fed you? You've betrayed the one who was most devoted to you."

Is not buying gifts really such a big mistake?
My thoughts are becoming increasingly confused.

"So you're paying for dinner tonight."
"Let's empty Young-Seok's wallet today!"
"I think our stomachs will burst before his wallet empties."

They're making a huge fuss without me saying anything.

*This is how it used to be.*

Though others might find this scene absurd, a smile forms on my lips.

When I lost my family, they declared themselves my family.
When I could only perform the role of a C-rank Porter, they never discriminated against me despite my rank, but treated me as an equal like combat Hunters, even when death was near.
The driving force behind Hunter Kim Young-Seok's existence was none other than my comrades.

"Look at this."
"What's that?"
"Isn't it just a card?"

I take out the black card I received and show it to them as they express their curiosity with bright smiles.

"This isn't just any card."
"Then what is it? That legendary VIP card people talk about?"

VIP? They're comparing this to a mere VIP card?
With a smug expression, I reveal the truth to these ignorant beasts.

"This is a card Ah-Ram gave me. It's insulting to compare it to some VIP card."
"...What? Cha Ah-Ram's card?"

At the mention of Cha Ah-Ram's card, my comrades' eyes widen.

"Can we raid a department store?"
"I've been wanting to buy that new greatsword that just came in!"
"Hurray for Mr. Kim Young-Seok! Hurray!"
"I'm proud to be Kim Young-Seok's comrade!"
"Don't be ridiculous! You were talking behind his back just yesterday."

This is fun. This is happiness.
Being with Cha Ah-Ram is also happiness, but is this the difference between love and friendship?
Just seeing them makes me smile, and the more we talk, the more my heart tingles.
With an arrogant expression, I wave the card.

"So be nice to me today. You might get some crumbs if you do."



* * *



Ding! Ding! Ding!

[Payment amount: 17,800,000 won.]
[Payment amount: 658,040,000 won.]
[Payment amount: 34,780,000 won.]
[.....]
[.....]

Cha Ah-Ram, sitting alone in the center of the underground training hall lost in thought, turns her attention to the continuously ringing phone.
After the phone quiets down, her cold gaze softens.

"Only 5 billion won? You should spend more freely when meeting old friends."

Cha Ah-Ram, who gave Kim Young-Seok her own card, looks disappointed.

"I miss you. Ahjussi, I miss you so much."

As she strokes Kim Young-Seok's photo set as her phone background, longing for him—

Ring ring ring.

Her bright expression returns to a blank stare as the screen changes with an incoming call.

Caller - Useless Bastard

"How did it go?"
[All 10,789 people have been captured.]

Cha Ah-Ram's lips twist as she receives Park Secretary's report.

"The continent?"
[They said they would send all the chat logs of those who watched the broadcast.]

No matter how she thinks about it, this is absolutely unforgivable. At least in Korea, touching Kim Young-Seok is the same as touching her.

[But, Agassi.]
"Speak."
[Most of the 10,789 people claim they didn't know the Young Master's appearance. How should we handle this?]

10,789 people.
With over ten thousand people, if she killed them all, not only South Korea but also the Hunter Association headquarters—that is, the World Hunter Association headquarters—would send investigators to look into the incident.

Park Secretary is indirectly suggesting that it might not be necessary to kill everyone, but that's just his personal opinion.
It's completely different from what Cha Ah-Ram is thinking right now.

"So not knowing Ahjussi's face makes it okay?"
[.....]
"Park Secretary."
[Yes, please speak.]
"If you don't handle this properly, I'll be truly disappointed."
[.....]

Park Secretary has worked hard to mediate between Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok, creating a good atmosphere.
Cha Ah-Ram doesn't deny that her evaluation of Park Secretary, which wasn't favorable before, has improved significantly recently.
That's why lately she only threatens to kill him when he talks back, without actually punishing him.
But this issue is completely different.
The Scavengers who turned on the broadcast to kill Kim Young-Seok, and the viewers who joined the broadcast to watch Kim Young-Seok die while writing mocking comments.

If these bugs are left alone, it could cause significant disadvantages for Cheonmun whenever they make a move in the future.

"This is your last chance. Handle this in a way worthy of 'Cheonmun,' and thoroughly search for any backed-up videos that might exist."
[Yes, understood. I'll contact you again when the matter is resolved.]

Right after the incident broke out.
She controlled all media outlets and the government to delete all videos of Kim Young-Seok massacring the Scavengers, but Cha Ah-Ram is instructing thorough preparation because someone might have backed up the video.

After the call ends, as she contemplates how to handle this situation with a cold expression—

Ring ring ring.

Caller - My Man

Cha Ah-Ram's cheeks instantly flush.

"Ahem. Hmm. Ah~ Okay."

After quickly checking her voice condition, she answers the call.

"Ahjussi?"

She cautiously calls out to Kim Young-Seok.

[What are you doing?]
"Just sitting quietly."
[Have you eaten?]
"I don't have an appetite without you, Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram, whose stress completely disappears just by being asked how she's doing, answers Kim Young-Seok's questions cheerfully with a bright expression.

[You're already thin, so make sure to eat properly even if you don't have an appetite.]
"If I eat like that, I'll get fat. And if I get fat, you'll leave me, won't you?"
[Why would I leave our Ah-Ram? And have you already forgotten about awakening gravity? You're as light as a feather to me, so don't worry and eat lots of delicious food.]

I miss you. I want to hug you.

"...When are you coming back?"

Although she clearly asked for a two-day period and not even one day has passed, the desperate Cha Ah-Ram pleads.

[Hmm.....]

As he pauses at Cha Ah-Ram's plea, her lips begin to dry.

[I just left, so I should arrive in about two hours. If you're sleepy, go to sleep, otherwise I'll see you soon.]

He said he'd stay in Seoul for two days, but he's coming now?

"You're coming now? Without staying overnight?"
[It feels strange when you call it 'staying overnight.' Anyway, I miss you too~ too much to bear it. I'm coming down to see our Ah-Ram now, so just wait a little bit.]
"...Ah."

Cha Ah-Ram's expression melts.

"I'll wait for you without sleeping, so come safely."
[Yes, I'll be there soon.]

After the call ends, Cha Ah-Ram stares at her phone with longing eyes, then gets up to take care of everything before Kim Young-Seok arrives.

Ch.130 - Now, Forever. (3)
I entered the large Hunter Department Store near our location with all the Mars Party members. From the entrance, dazzling equipment shone brilliantly, overwhelming our eyes.

"Our sponsor has spoken," Hyun-Sang turned around with a solemn expression as he led the way. "He said we can raid the department store for one day. So if there's equipment you've only been able to look at and touch but never buy before, choose freely today!"

I was dumbfounded by Hyun-Sang acting like he was my representative. I did say they could raid the department store, but... I wasn't sure if he was taking credit for my generosity.

"Hey."

I quietly tapped Hyun-Sang's shoulder, and he turned to me.

"Ah, you can also choose whatever you want. As a special service, I'll allow you two items."
"What service? Aren't I the sponsor?"
"..."

After I revealed the truth, he quickly avoided my gaze.

"Are you really going to be that petty?"
"No, I'm saying why are you taking credit when I'm paying?"
"Technically! Isn't that your wife's card? So it's not even your money!"
"...Hey, forget it."
"Forget what? You brought us here and now you're stingy about pocket change?"
"..."

Unable to win against Hyun-Sang's argument, I finally decided to let everyone choose one item they really needed.

A little later.

"That will be 50.7 billion won."
"..."

Pocket change?
Looking at the Mars Party members, I could see them happily hugging their chosen items. How could I be angry at those faces?
I should just take my frustration out on Hyun-Sang instead.

"Hey, you call this pocket change?"
"...I didn't know it would add up to this much. But I'm starting to feel hurt? You're an S-rank Hunter. Even without your wife's card, you could earn this much in about a year if you worked hard in dungeons. And if that's not enough, I saw your broadcasting revenue last time—it was impressive. You could just increase your streaming hours. Why complain to me about 50 billion? That's really petty. Is this what an S-rank is like?"

The average income for an A-rank Hunter is known to be around 500 million won. And in Hyun-Sang's case, as a combat-type Ability user who fights monsters on the front lines, his share is higher than average...
The problem is that we're a party, not a raid group.
If 500 million is the standard for A-rank in raid groups, then for a party like Mars that runs lower-level dungeons, it's at most 300 million.
In other words, Hyun-Sang, who just spent what would take him 16 more years of grinding to earn, had the nerve to act shameless.

"You trash. Setting aside dungeons, 99% of your broadcasting income comes from Ah-Ram!"

When I checked the donation records last time, most of the donations were from Ah-Ram. It made me feel like a kept man, so I told her to stop donating, and she said she'd just send small amounts of 10,000 won instead.

"Sigh... what should I do?"

Even though 50 billion won might be worth less than a piece of tissue to Ah-Ram, she might still be disappointed that I spent it so recklessly.

"Are you already whipped?"

Hyun-Sang's eyes narrowed as he watched me fretting.

"What are you talking about?"
"You're acting exactly like Hyun-Sang hyung and Young-Seok hyung," Jin-Kyu, the youngest member of Mars Party, said with a bright smile.

"See? See? Didn't I tell you before? If you get married, you'll be whipped."
"Don't be ridiculous. Who's whipped? I'm just thinking about Ah-Ram's wallet."
"You're concerned about one of the richest people in the world? That's deception, isn't it? The person you're marrying is a Hunter at the pinnacle. The more you act like a commoner, the more your wife's position narrows. You know what I mean? People will look down on her because of you."

His playful demeanor disappeared, replaced by a serious expression.

*Thump*

Lightly tapping his chest where his heart is located, he continued:

"As someone just starting out, you'll need to adapt to your wife's situation."

Sharing the wisdom from his own life experiences, Hyun-Sang's face darkened.

"And whether you like it or not, you'll have to see many dark sides. So..."
"So don't be stingy about 50 billion, right?"
"...How did you know?"

How could I not know? I could see his entire build-up.
Still, I'm so happy to have a friend who gives me this kind of advice.

"Young-Seok hyung, please tell your wife we'll use it well."
"I'll tell her you said thanks."
"I'll really use this well. Thanks for buying it."
"If you hadn't bought this, I would've exploded with inferiority and left bad comments on all your news articles. You're lucky."

The Mars Party members thanked me for the gifts.

"Well, shall we go eat now? I'll treat you to meat..."
"Hyun-Sang."
"Yeah?"
"I think I need to go back down."
"Suddenly? Why? You said you'd stay in Seoul for two days. I even reserved a C-rank dungeon so we could run it together after so long."

I'm happy to meet my comrades. It's fun.
After so long, we joke around and play pranks, making time fly by.
But why does she keep appearing in my mind the more I talk with my comrades?
I was the one who decided to come to Seoul first.
What's the problem?
I thought about it constantly while my comrades were shopping, and I found the answer.

One of the primal instincts: longing.
Despite only being apart for a few hours, my body and mind want her.
In this state, I wouldn't be able to genuinely laugh and talk with them for two days.
Rather than ruining the mood, I decided it would be better to just buy them gifts and leave.

"I had some busy matters. I forced myself to come up here."
"Then what's the problem? Just enjoy yourself."

Hyun-Sang tilted his head, wondering what the issue was. But Dae-Cheol, who was behind him, put his arm around Hyun-Sang's shoulder.

"You also rush home when your wife calls for you. Young-Seok is the same."
"...Ah? Really?"

Understanding in one sentence, Hyun-Sang patted my back.

"Well, we'll meet again sometime, right?"
"Of course."

Hyun-Sang extended his hand to me.
Looking at that hand, memories of the past flashed through my mind.

Around my third year. There was a time when no party would accept me, so I lingered at the Hunter Association's request board, waiting for work.

'What are you doing here?'

It was Hyun-Sang who approached me when I was anxious.
At that time, Hyun-Sang was an A-rank physical-type Hunter who could join any party.

'I can't find a party.'
'A party? What's your ability?'
'Weight reduction. I'm C-rank.'
'Weight reduction... C-rank. Hmm, have you ever worked as a porter?'
'Yes, many times.'
'Then would you like to join our party as a permanent porter?'

In those days, recruiting a C-rank meant giving up on higher-level dungeons, but he still brought me into his party.

'Well, now that we've signed the contract.'

Back then, Hyun-Sang smiled brightly and extended his hand to me.
Having discovered that Hyun-Sang was an A-rank Hunter when signing the contract, I hesitated, unsure whether to take his hand.

*Grab*

"Hey, my arm's going to fall off at this rate."

Just like now, Hyun-Sang back then took my hand first when I was nervous.

"Hyun-Sang."
"I don't like men, you know?"
"What nonsense are you talking about?"
"That was a look of falling in love just now."
"Stop talking nonsense..."

The first and last person to extend his hand to me first, helping me become who I am today—my comrade and friend.
Gripping the hand of Hyun-Sang, who is like family to me:

"Thank you sincerely for taking my hand first."


* * *


In a collapsed building not far from Daejeon Metropolitan City Hall.
People of all ages are kneeling in front of the ruined building.

"General Manager."

A guild member approached, addressing Park Secretary by his title.

"I've received a report that the Young Master, who is currently in Seoul, is coming back down."
"The Young Master? I heard he would be in Seoul for about two days."
"The Agassi said she received a direct call."
"...Is that so?"

He muttered while scanning the kneeling people with gloomy eyes.

"And the Agassi said to finish everything and return before the Young Master arrives."
"..."

At the instruction to finish everything and return, Park Secretary's eyes slowly closed.

Process.
In this situation, the meaning of "process" is simple.
It means to kill all the people brought here.

"We were once Scavengers too..."

Park Secretary, who was once a leader among Scavengers.
Moreover, most of the people brought here aren't even Scavengers.

"Dae-Il."
"Yes, General Manager."
"Is rehabilitation truly impossible?"

He has no hesitation killing evil people.
He knows that showing mercy only increases the number of victims, so he doesn't let emotions affect his work.
But among them, he can see students who aren't even adults yet.

"It's impossible."

Dae-Il answered firmly that it was impossible.
Park Secretary stared at him for a moment.

"You were a Scavenger too."
"Yes, I know. If it weren't for you, General Manager, I would either be wandering in the afterlife or be one of those people by now."
"Then you shouldn't talk like that."
"General Manager, do you truly believe we've been rehabilitated?"
"..."

Behind his calm eyes, burning desires could be seen.
And in fact, Park Secretary knew it himself.
That they would never change.
That's why, even after joining Cheonmun and washing away their past identities, they still handle these underground tasks.

"General Manager, we became Scavengers for the same reasons they did. Even though we didn't kill directly, we're people who felt excitement from indirectly causing deaths. What does it matter if they're old or young? I think we should just consider them all as black-haired beasts."
"...Thank you."

Park Secretary, whose eyes had been wavering with a thread of conscience, steadied his heart and made a decision.

"We have about three hours until the Young Master returns to Goseong. To meet that time..."
"Ten minutes. I'll handle everything in ten minutes."

Dae-Il interrupted Park Secretary.
Seeing this as an attempt to share his burden, Park Secretary smiled faintly and hit Dae-Il's head with his fist.

"Ten minutes? You bastard? I'll give you five minutes. Resolve it within that time."

This world.
Is rotten.

Ch.131 - Now, Forever. (4)
Gyeongsangnam-do, Goseong.
As I enter the downtown area, I can see it developing at an incredible pace, though not quite like Seoul.

"It's been a really long time since I've been here."

I recall the flower shop where I went to buy flowers and unexpectedly won an event. I received it as a free service without spending a penny.

*That was strange, thinking about it now.*

Even for an opening day, does it make sense that I won immediately after arriving? I should have noticed something was off when they pretended not to know me and then appeared on the broadcast.
She had been watching over me for a long time, even before I knew Cha Ah-Ram.

"Welcome..."

As I enter the flower shop, the employee greeting me suddenly freezes.

Tremble, tremble.

She suddenly starts shaking and reaches into her pocket to take out her phone.

Thud.

Her hands are trembling so much that her phone drops in front of me.

"Are you okay?"
"Y-Yes! I'm fine."
"You don't need to be so nervous. Here's your phone...?"

Her shout echoes through the flower shop. It's so loud that I unconsciously grimace as I try to hand her the phone.

[010-5858-8282]

The number displayed on the phone screen.
I know this number very well. How? Because it's the number I text, message, and call dozens or hundreds of times a day.

"....."
"....."

The flower shop employee realizes I've seen her phone screen and lowers her head.

"Here, take your phone."

Breaking the silence, I hand her the phone, and tears start streaming down her face.

"I-I'll pretend I didn't see anything."

Flustered, I quickly reassure her that I didn't see anything and that she shouldn't worry.

"Sniff... R-Really?"
"Of course."

I smile brightly as she tries to calm her tears.

"Can I ask you one thing?"
"...Yes."
"Which department of Cheonmun Guild are you in?"

Ah...?
The tears that had just calmed down start pouring out like a broken dam.
I didn't ask to torment her.
I was genuinely curious.
Hmm... really.


* * *


After reaching near my house, I park the car in a quiet space and walk slowly.
Broken buildings and old, shabby houses.
The smell of fertilizer used for growing crops in the wide fields stings my nose.

"Did she say she moved them to a better place?"

At first, it wasn't a ghost town.
Though I was the only young person, elderly people lived here.
But Cha Ah-Ram said she moved the elderly to better places than where they were living.
To protect me.
Also, if Awakened people fought here because of me, lives could be lost.
She said it was fine if the elderly agreed, and within a single day, everyone who lived here disappeared.

Lost in thought, my eyes fall on a massive house.

*I was really surprised at first.*

Suddenly, a man who introduced himself as the marketing team leader of Cheonmun Guild said they would remodel the house I was living in. I honestly thought it was a scam.
It's still vivid in my memory.
It's ridiculous that Cheonmun Guild would remodel the house of a C-rank Hunter, and a retired one at that. Even more absurd, the construction worker was an S-rank Hunter.

I thought they were trying to maintain their image.
I thought they were trying to change from a cold, vicious guild to one that cares for ordinary people.
But that too was Cha Ah-Ram's work.
Not just the remodeling, but they also gave me expensive appliances and luxurious valuables, calling it a "dignity maintenance fee."
The funny thing is that just one of those valuables is more expensive than the cost of the remodeling.
As I enter the yard, I see Cha Ah-Ram waiting for me, apparently already off work.

"....."
"....."

I don't avoid Cha Ah-Ram's gaze and stare back at her for a while.

"Nothing happened, right?"
"Something did."

When I ask if everything was okay as a courtesy, she immediately says something did happen.

"What happened?"
"You suddenly said you were going to Seoul."
"....."

I thought she had coolly let me go.
But that wasn't it.

"Did you miss your colleagues that much?"
"We've been through thick and thin together for seven years."
"Then why did you come back? You said you'd stay for two days."

Why did I come back?

"Because I missed you..."

It's funny.
My feelings for Cha Ah-Ram, whom I've dated for a short time, were stronger than for my colleagues of seven years.
Love over friendship, they say.
How ironic that I used to criticize people who chose women over friends...

"You missed me?"

With a twitching smile, she asks as she nestles into my arms.

"How much?"
"As much as the sky and earth?"
"Hehe."

At least this incident made me realize I like women.
At least I prefer the warmth of Ah-Ram in my arms over a man's warmth.

"Mister."
"Yes?"
"But who is she?"
"...Huh? What are you talking about? Who is who?"

Suddenly lighting up with anger, she raises her head to meet my gaze.
I express my innocence at her words.
It's not just innocence.
I really haven't met any woman.

"I can smell a faint woman's scent on you."
"I'm not lying, I haven't met any woman..."

Wait...
Could she be smelling the employee from the flower shop?

"Why can't you speak? Who did you meet? Tell me right now!"
"It's a misunderstanding. I just went into a store, and the employee happened to be a woman."
"Store? Employee?"

As her eyes start to roll, she immediately takes out her phone to make a call. I quickly grab her hand holding the phone and pull her into my arms.

"It's really nothing."
"...Really?"
"Who would I meet when I have you?"
"....."
"Our Ah-Ram is the most beautiful in the world and the best for me."
"...I'll believe you."

Finally, Cha Ah-Ram puts her phone back in her pocket.
Did I succeed?
I'm glad the compliment worked.
I almost lost one of our family members.
That is, an innocent Cheonmun Guild member.

"But Mister."
"Yes?"
"I heard that people who look for healthy food occasionally eat junk food."
"....."

After staring at me intently, Cha Ah-Ram relaxes her expression and smiles brightly.

"Do you believe you won't eat junk food?"


* * *


If you ask which mountain is famous in the mountains of Gyeongsangnam-do, everyone would unanimously say Jirisan.
With a height of 1,915m and an area of 483.022㎢.
In the past, ordinary people visited Jirisan, but after dungeons appeared, Jirisan became a restricted area.

"Let's start the meeting."

In a cave located halfway up Jirisan.
The entrance is narrow, but once inside, there's a massive cavity that seems artificially excavated, with people sitting in a circle on the floor in the center.
One person who was sitting in the center of the circle stands up and begins the meeting.

"All the Scavengers we placed in the Hunter Association have been found and killed."

Calmly, but with burning eyes, the man continues in a sad tone.

"As a result, our connection with the Blue House has been severed."
"Leader."

One of the people sitting in the circle raises his hand to call the man standing in the center.

"Lucifer, go ahead with your question."

The man called Lucifer stands up.

"Have you heard the news that Choi Shin-Hye, whose ability you enhanced, is still alive in the Blue House underground bunker?"
"Choi Shin-Hye? Didn't Cha Ah-Ram deal with Choi Shin-Hye?"

Anyone who falls into Cha Ah-Ram's hands dies. Yet she's still alive?

"Even if Cha Ah-Ram spared her, isn't Kim Se-Bong at the Blue House?"

Choi Shin-Hye, who killed Kim Se-Bong's son, had been running from Kim Se-Bong for years.
Then she met him, was forced to take a blood medicine that opened her ability, and evolved into S-rank, but unfortunately met Cha Ah-Ram and things went wrong.
It still pains him to think about it, but Choi Shin-Hye is alive?
Wouldn't Kim Se-Bong, the Hunter at the Blue House, have done something?

"I heard she has her limbs cut off, her Mana Circuit torn, and is tortured daily."
"Hmm..."
"Leader, what about taking over the Blue House?"
"The Blue House? Even if we take over the Blue House, it has no power. You should know that, Lucifer."

At the Leader's words, Lucifer mumbles and can't speak.

"Lucifer, you should speak honestly to the Leader. You want to take over the Blue House to save Choi Shin-Hye, don't you?"
"Mammon! Don't spread false..."
"Enough."

Woong. Woong.

To stop their quarrel, the Leader raises his energy, causing the cave to shake like an earthquake.

Thud. Thud.

Stones fall from the ceiling, but everyone ignores them and focuses only on the Leader.

"Haven't I always said that fighting among ourselves is always a loss?"
"I'll correct myself."

Despite saying he'll correct himself, a smile forms on Mammon's lowered face.
Seeing this from the side, Lucifer's face reddens, and just as he's about to say something:

"Lucifer, don't jeopardize our cause for your personal matters again."

Grind.

Grinding his molars to the point of breaking, Lucifer eventually regains his composure and bows his head like Mammon.

"I will follow the Leader's orders."
"This is your only chance. Remember there won't be a second one."

After reining in his energy, the Leader draws the sword from his waist, stabs it into the ground, and asks:

"What is our target?"
"Cheonmun!"
"Who is our main enemy?"
"Cha Ah-Ram!"
"What is the dream we want to achieve?"

At the Leader's final question, killing intent explodes from everyone's eyes, and they speak with voices filled with hatred:

"Destruction."

Ch.132 - Mister, Marry Me (1)
The day before the wedding.
The Cheonmun Guild members were bustling with activity.

"Rearrange the chairs again."

Among them, the busiest was Park Secretary.
Overseeing everything, Park Secretary rubbed his tired eyes with his palm while meticulously checking every detail.

"What about the dress and tuxedo?"
"We've received Agassi's permission and brought everything that was stored in the secret place in the Vice Guild Master's office."
"Good, then make sure there's not a speck of dust until Agassi arrives tomorrow."
"Yes!"

Park Secretary had been preparing for the wedding for three days, canceling all other schedules. As his eyes grew increasingly hollow, guild members from the secretarial office approached him.

"General Manager, why don't you get some sleep? We'll take care of the remaining preparations."
"You all?"

Park Secretary muttered softly at the secretary's suggestion before shaking his head.

"I need to handle this personally."
It wasn't that he didn't trust others.
But Park Secretary wanted to oversee everything himself for this occasion.
Cha Ah-Ram was his benefactor who had saved him when he was at rock bottom, not knowing when he might die.
Having risen from obscurity to become General Manager after following Cha Ah-Ram, who had become Vice Guild Master, Park Secretary had always wanted to repay his debt to her.

But there had been no way to repay that debt.
The woman who had treated men—no, people in general—as mere tools, had somehow started to smile and show girlish emotions.
He had thought she was just playing with a lower-ranked Hunter out of boredom, like other S-rank Hunters did.
So Park Secretary himself hadn't paid much attention to Kim Young-Seok.
No, he had even indirectly suggested that she leave Kim Young-Seok alone because he felt sorry for him.

But...

It wasn't just a game.
Could Cha Ah-Ram actually feel love?
At first, he couldn't believe what was happening.
The woman who had killed more people than bugs was actually fond of someone?
And not just mutual love, but the proud Cha Ah-Ram was experiencing unrequited love?

Anyone who heard this would think it was madness.
When Cha Ah-Ram ordered him to investigate Kim Young-Seok's background, he risked his life to investigate Cha Ah-Ram as well.

The result: over 90% of Cha Ah-Ram's internet search history for the past seven years was information about Kim Young-Seok.

When Park Secretary realized she had been in love since middle school, his entire body broke out in goosebumps.
It was genuine.
The woman he thought was a psychopath could actually feel emotions.

The day he first met Cha Ah-Ram.
After their sparring session, she had grown rapidly and awakened other abilities. He had decided then that she shouldn't be treated like a normal person.
But she was just like everyone else.

Anger, sadness, happiness—seeing Cha Ah-Ram express various emotions after meeting Kim Young-Seok, Park Secretary realized he could finally repay his debt.

Of course, it might be one-sided.

While Park Secretary considered Cha Ah-Ram his benefactor, she might have pulled him out of hell simply to hire him for cleaning up after her.

Even so...

"This is my job."

He wanted to handle everything for Cha Ah-Ram as she began her second life.
It might seem like just a wedding.
But he, along with everyone who knew Cha Ah-Ram, understood how much she had changed—to the point where people questioned if she was the same person.

So Park Secretary, wanting to make this wedding an eternal memory for Cha Ah-Ram, forced away his fatigue and burned with passion.


* * *


Why do people who love each other get married?
If it's about living together, couldn't they just cohabitate without marriage?
If it's about intimate relations, cohabitation would be sufficient.
If not that, then is it about raising children? Wanting to be together forever? Many such reasons could be refuted.

So what does marriage mean to lovers?

I think it's a promise.
Of course, many Hunters treat marriage as a simple business arrangement, but like my parents did, it's a promise to love forever. A promise to protect. A promise to walk together through countless moments in time.

I believe such promises created the single word: marriage.

I love her. I'm confident I can love her more than anyone else in the world.
In this messed-up world, I want to protect Cha Ah-Ram.
I want to grow old with her and spend my life with her.

These thoughts aligned when I proposed to Cha Ah-Ram.

"What are you thinking about?"

Cha Ah-Ram, lying next to me with a face mask on, traces my abs with her finger as she asks.

"Thinking about you."
"How lewd! You pervert!"
"...Huh?"
"I-I want to do it too, but tomorrow's our wedding. Please be patient a little longer."

I think we're having different conversations here.

"Not that kind of thinking. I was really just thinking about you."
"...I was just joking. But what were you thinking about while staring blankly at the ceiling?"

Cha Ah-Ram, her face reddening, makes excuses about joking.

"I was pondering what marriage means."
"Are you... having regrets?"

Throwing aside her face mask, Cha Ah-Ram puffs her cheeks and glares at me.

"It's not like that."
"If it's not like that, why are you thinking about this now, with our wedding tomorrow?"
"What is marriage? If it were simply about wanting to be with someone I love, I wouldn't use the word 'marriage' but rather 'living together.'"

Finally understanding, her puffed cheeks gradually deflate as she grips my arm tightly.

"A symbol of becoming family. Isn't that why people get married?"

Family. After the dungeon outbreak, even the relatives I used to be in contact with stopped calling. Now, there's no one in the world I can call family.

"A promise to become family. That's what I think."

Cha Ah-Ram's thoughts align with mine.
As she speaks seriously, I stroke her hair.

"When you say it like that, it makes me feel even more attached."
"So you weren't feeling that way until now?"

Her voice rises again, but her eyes are smiling.

"Yes, that's right."
"...What?"
"I used to love you as much as the sky and earth..."

*Kiss*

Placing a kiss on her slippery forehead covered in face mask oil.

"Now I love you as much as the universe."
"..."
"Ah, Ah-Ram?"

In an instant, Cha Ah-Ram climbs on top of me.

"This won't do."
"...What won't?"
"You keep seducing me."
"But you're the one who said tomorrow's our wedding."
"It's your fault."

*Riiip*

Grabbing and tearing my t-shirt, Cha Ah-Ram stares at me intently with smoldering, seductive eyes.

"This could cause problems for tomorrow's wedding! So calm down."
"If there are problems, we can postpone it to the evening. So..."

*Kiss. Kiss. Kiss.*

After planting several kisses on my neck, she breathes hot air.

"Help me make a baby."


* * *


A wedding hall newly constructed for this occasion.
Numerous vehicles arrive one after another in front of it.

*Thud*

A sleek black sedan is the first to arrive, and a couple emerges.

"..."

The man who steps out of the car stares blankly at the wedding hall.

"...Honey."
"So she's really getting married."

Though he knew about today's wedding, the invitation had arrived only this morning. The man's eyes waver.

"You're not planning to disrupt it, are you?"
"..."
"If you ruin Ah-Ram's wedding, I'll never look at you again."

The woman, showing what Cha Ah-Ram might look like as she ages, threatens the man with fire in her eyes.

"I won't do that."
"Then what's the problem? Why do you look like that at our only daughter's wedding?"

The woman, annoyed by the man's stiff expression, criticizes him.

"I just can't believe it..."

The man, or rather, Cha Ah-Ram's father, Cha Jin-Hwan, didn't regret his educational methods.
He believed that to inherit the Cheonmun Guild after him and his wife, one needed to be ruthless.
He gave her everything she wanted except for one thing.
He did his best to make her see other humans as slaves or tools to be used.
So, from a young age, before she awakened, he made her kill Scavengers or traitors to the Cheonmun Guild, and he had the tongues of all her servants removed so they couldn't speak.

He thought this would protect her even if she awakened with insignificant abilities.
But all his plans crumbled after Cha Ah-Ram's awakening.
He had expected her to awaken with high probability due to their bloodline, but she developed the Compression ability, considered the strongest and only one of its kind in the world. Though not widely known, she also gained the top-tier abilities of Hellfire and presence detection.

At first, he thought she would respect him.
After all, he had made her what she was. Without a hardened heart, even strong abilities would be useless.
Cha Ah-Ram, who showed no mercy, rose to the top of the world and elevated the already high-ranking Cheonmun Guild to the pinnacle in just one year.

His daughter and his masterpiece.
Yet, as soon as she gained her abilities, she rejected him.
He thought this was natural.
There was no need for two tigers under one sky.
The old tiger had to step aside, and he had always consoled himself that her rejection was the natural course of events...
But recently, when his daughter spoke to him with resentment, he began to reconsider his actions.

'Other fathers don't do this!'

*Sigh* Where did it all go wrong?
Was it just his greed? Or did he truly see Ah-Ram not as a daughter but as a creation?
Since becoming a Hunter, as the first S-rank Hunter, he had never regretted his actions.

After all, all his actions had ultimately been correct.

*Drip*

"Honey."
"..."

Tears fall from the eyes of Cha Jin-Hwan, known by many names: the Witch's Father, Iron Blood, Cold Monarch, First S-rank Hunter, and more.
Looking at him with concern, Cha Ah-Ram's mother takes out a handkerchief to wipe his tears.

"Don't regret what's already too late."
"..."
"We can't undo the wrongs we did to Ah-Ram. But..."

Cha Ah-Ram's mother, Lee Ji-Sook, watches the guests entering the wedding hall.

"At least don't cry on our only child's wedding day. Come on, stop crying and let's go in."

Lee Ji-Sook links her arm with Cha Jin-Hwan's and walks toward the wedding hall.

Ch.133 - Mister, Marry Me (2)
The day the sword of the Cheonmun Guild was drawn against the media.
Countless media outlets shut down.
As a result, only a handful of news agencies remained to publish articles.

*I was lucky.*

The rookie reporter who had landed a job at Jeil Daily's Hunter Department, one of the surviving news agencies, swallowed nervously as he watched guests entering the wedding venue.
Jeil Daily was fundamentally a neutral news agency. They had been quick to report on Cha Ah-Ram's violent outbursts, but for some reason, they had been reluctant to publish articles about that particular incident.

That single decision allowed Jeil Daily to survive while major news agencies closed their doors.
The profits that fell into Jeil Daily's lap were enormous, and the editor-in-chief, who had since been promoted to CEO, had been very generous to him.

By generous, he meant incentives—so much money that if he quit being a reporter right now, he couldn't spend it all before he died. Nevertheless, the reporter wanted to continue writing articles, and he had been promoted from intern to assistant manager, still actively working.

[Wedding Invitation]

A wedding invitation sent from the Cheonmun Guild to Jeil Daily.
After receiving an invitation specifically addressed to him, he couldn't sleep, tossing and turning until he finally found himself at the wedding venue.

*That person is...*

Click.

A middle-aged man stepped out of a specially manufactured vehicle.
President Cha Ro-Jin of South Korea.
The reporter's mouth hung open as he inadvertently captured the image of the president entering the wedding hall.

Shortly after, another specially manufactured vehicle pulled up to the wedding venue, and Kim Se-Bong appeared, dressed simply.

*Were the rumors about Kim Young-Seok and Kim Se-Bong's close relationship true?*

He recalled the widespread industry rumors that Kim Se-Bong cherished Kim Young-Seok like a son and rubbed his face wearily.

With two VIPs entering the wedding hall in quick succession, the reporter relaxed and sat on a wooden chair nearby, waiting to photograph the next guest.

Tap.

"What are you doing?"
"Huh? Senior. You came too?"

The reporter's eyes widened when he saw who had tapped his shoulder, and he asked quietly while looking around.

"...I was forced to come."
"Forced? You don't mean...?"
"I tried to resist at first, but my name was on the invitation."

The senior reporter who had just arrived looked grim, just like the reporter who had arrived earlier.
The first reporter had never published any articles with malicious intent about Cheonmun, especially about the groom.
But the senior reporter's situation was completely different.

"I'm scared. I came prepared to die today, but I'm terrified. I haven't been able to sleep since receiving the invitation."
"...Why didn't you run away?"

The senior reporter sat next to him, raised his head, and stared blankly at the sky.

"I thought about fleeing overseas, but you know what kind of guild Cheonmun is."
"...Yes, those of us in this industry know Cheonmun better than other guilds."

That was precisely the problem.
While other guilds tried to hide everything, Cheonmun openly caused incidents.
Yet Cheonmun remained strong for one reason alone:
Cha Ah-Ram, considered the strongest among all Hunters worldwide, belonged to Cheonmun.

"If I ran away, I'd be caught within a day, right? Remember that recent incident in Daejeon?"
"Ah."

Though Cheonmun typically disclosed everything, there was one recent incident they had covered up.
At first, no one knew about it.
Even now, only a select few would know.
That's because when footage of the Daejeon incident was distributed to news agencies, it was retrieved within just 10 minutes, and the person who distributed it was tracked down and erased from this world.

"...Wouldn't you have a better chance of survival if you fled overseas to the Hunter Association headquarters?"

The reporter recalled that there were a few survivors who had sought refuge in the one place Cheonmun wouldn't cross the line—though they were extremely rare.
But the senior reporter shook his head.

"That's only if you have nothing to lose. I have a family."

Mentioning his wife of ten years and his precious five-year-old daughter:

"Cheonmun doesn't discriminate—men, women, even children. If I run away, where do you think their anger will be directed?"
"...Senior."

With eyes like those of a cow being led to slaughter, the senior reporter stopped staring at the sky and patted the shoulder of the reporter sitting beside him.

"Never write articles that go against Cheonmun. No, more specifically, not against Cheonmun but today's protagonist..."

His face turned deathly pale as he spoke. The reporter followed his gaze and turned to see Kim Young-Seok appearing at the entrance of the wedding hall.

"...Don't write any articles about Kim Young-Seok. That's how you live a long life."

Until now, Cheonmun had never destroyed news agencies for criticizing them, but both then and during the recent Daejeon incident, the person responsible for countless deaths was Kim Young-Seok.

"I've heard rumors too."

The reporter muttered as they watched Kim Young-Seok in his tuxedo greeting the arriving guests.

"That Cha Ah-Ram can't do anything in front of Kim Young-Seok?"
"Yes, specifically that Cha Ah-Ram had a one-sided crush on Kim Young-Seok for years, though I'm not sure if that's true."

Cheonmun's precious treasure.
What could possibly have been lacking in her, famous even before her awakening, that she would fall for Kim Young-Seok, who was only a C-rank Hunter?
Even the most far-fetched soap operas or dramas wouldn't include such a setting.

"Holy shit."

But the rumors were too specific to dismiss.
Setting aside the one-sided crush, photos and videos of Cha Ah-Ram deferring to Kim Young-Seok were already widely circulated online.

"Whether it's true or not doesn't matter."

The senior reporter replied to the reporter's muttering.

"The fact that it's spread online means Cha Ah-Ram tacitly approves of it."

This was the same Cha Ah-Ram who had torn people to shreds at a press conference for defaming her.

"Haa..."

And he was a reporter from Sa-Jeil Daily, which had been destroyed by Cheonmun, and one of the reporters who had spread rumors about their relationship.
He had survived because Cheonmun had focused on Kim Young-Seok at the time, and afterward, he hadn't even dared to include the word "Cheonmun" in his articles.
No, it wasn't that he didn't include it—he was too afraid, too terrified to write articles about them.
And now a wedding invitation had arrived addressed to him.

"...Senior."

The reporter's hand, patting the senior's shoulder, felt only the bony shoulder beneath.

"Still... how could they do anything to you on such a joyous day? Otherwise, they wouldn't have invited you in the first place."
"...I hope you're right."

But they were dealing with Cheonmun.
The thought that they might be gathering everyone in one place to make an example of them, to ensure no one would even think of opposing Cheonmun, wouldn't leave his mind.

"Oh? It's Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"..."

The reporter, who had been patting the shoulder of his anxious senior, blushed at the sight of the woman who had just stepped out of a vehicle.

A white dress. Curvaceous figure. Baek Seol-Ah, blessed with both selfish beauty and ability, briefly looked around before disappearing into the wedding hall.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah joined Cheonmun, right?"
"I heard she transferred immediately after clearing an SS-rank dungeon with Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok."

The senior placed his hand on the nape of the reporter who was staring blankly at Baek Seol-Ah's retreating figure.

"Ah, cold! Senior! What are you doing?"
"Snap out of it. You call everyone else by their names, but it's 'Hunter-nim, Hunter-nim' only for Baek Seol-Ah. What's with that?"
"..."
"Don't tell me you're a member of the Saintess Fan Club?"

A malicious fan club.
Cancer-like entities who praise Baek Seol-Ah across various communities while disparaging other Hunters.

"N-no, I'm not."
"Your reaction says otherwise. You didn't come here to write posts comparing Baek Seol-Ah and Cha Ah-Ram, did you?"
"...I've never done that."
"Think carefully. Really never? Otherwise, there's no reason for you to be here."
"..."

The reporter frowned at his senior's words, struggling to recall if he had ever done such a thing.

"...Cheonmun is Cheonmun indeed. Hey, the big shot is here."
"...What big...?"

All the Hunters around bowed as an elderly man with a white beard wrapped around his neck appeared, leaning on a cane.

The man known to be the most powerful person alive:

Alex Rosrigi.
The two reporters, who had been sitting dejectedly on their chairs, quickly stood up and bowed at the arrival of the World Hunter Association President.

Once he disappeared into the wedding hall, sighs could be heard from all around.

"I expected it, but... he really came."
"It shows how much respect they're giving to this wedding."

It was already troublesome enough that a small country had the massive Cheonmun Guild and Cha Ah-Ram, the world's top Hunter backing them, but now Kim Young-Seok, known to be the only one who had awakened gravity abilities, was joining them?

*Both South Korea and the World Hunter Association could be endangered by the Cheonmun Guild.*

Officially, they claimed to have fewer than ten S-rank personnel, but industry insiders reported that they had over 100 unofficial S-rank Hunters.
And though it wasn't well-known, Cha Ah-Ram's right-hand man and Chief of Staff had single-handedly eliminated Omega, Alpha, and Beta, who were sponsored by the World Hunter Association, and if that wasn't enough, he had invaded the World Hunter Association in Iceland, causing numerous casualties.

*This too was kept from the general public.*

It could be just a baseless rumor.
But... anyone with a bit of sense would immediately say it wasn't just a rumor.
And the evidence supporting this was Alex Rosrigi, who had reportedly entered the country yesterday.
Attending a wedding the day after arriving?

*Is it containment or recruitment?*

If not that, then perhaps he came to declare war in retaliation for the damage suffered.

"Well, I suppose it's an honor to see him in person before I die."

The senior reporter's expression turned bitter as he hung his head.

"It'll be fine. It could genuinely be just a wedding invitation, so keep hope."

Dong. Dong. Dong.

As the bells rang out, people who had been lingering around the venue began to enter one by one.

Ch.134 - Mister, Marry Me (3)
The day of the final battle had arrived.

The day that married men collectively referred to as "men's grave" had dawned—the wedding day.

Waking from sleep, I turned my head to look at Cha Ah-Ram's face as she slept peacefully.

Her snow-white body peeked out from between the blankets.
Remembering last night, I felt a surge of energy.

"Ah-Ram."
"....."
"Ah-Ram, you need to get up."

When I grabbed her shoulder to wake her, the blanket covering her upper body slipped aside.
At that sight, my eyes involuntarily darted to the clock on the wall.

[07:30]

Though I regretted the lack of time, she would soon be my wife.
Which meant we could do this anytime.

"Mmm....."

Just as I tried to wake her again, she opened her eyes slightly and turned toward me.

"Did you sleep well? How are you feeling?"
"Good. How about you, Ahjussi?"
"I'm good too."
"Ahjussi."

She rubbed her eyes and stretched her arms out to me.

"I'm cold."

I sensibly pulled her into my embrace.

"I'm finally marrying you today, Ahjussi."

Her voice was drowsy and languid, which stirred up my desire to tease her.

"What marriage?"
"What are you talking about? We're getting married today."
"Huh? The wedding is next month."
"What?"
"Did you perhaps dream it?"
".....That can't be right?"

Turning her head with eyes wide open, Cha Ah-Ram muttered, "Today is definitely our wedding day."

"I wish we were getting married today too."

I tried to hug her again to stop her from thinking too much, but...
I couldn't overcome Cha Ah-Ram's S-rank physical strength, and my arms automatically spread apart.

"Ahjussi, if you tell me the truth now, I'll forgive you."
"Tell you what?"
"You're lying right now."
"I wasn't ly—"

Red eyes.
Seeing her glaring at me with a murderous expression, my mouth automatically shut.

"Ahjussi."
".....I'm sorry."
"....."
"It was just a joke—"

Swish.

Suddenly there was a flash before my eyes, and my face stung.

"Hmph! I hate you, Ahjussi."

Wrapping herself in the blanket, Cha Ah-Ram got up from the bed and immediately left the bedroom.
As I stared blankly at her retreating figure, I noticed the mirror attached to the door.

".....This is too much."

On the day of our wedding.
Five red lines had appeared on my face.
After staring blankly at my reflection in the mirror, I regained my senses and quickly followed Cha Ah-Ram who had left first.

"Ah-Ram, I'm sorry."
".....Hmph!"

I approached her and apologized, but all I got in return was a snort.

"I'm really sorry. It was just a joke."
"How could you joke about our wedding?!"

If I left Cha Ah-Ram like this, I would surely end up like my father who got nagged by my mother for his entire life.
With that intuitive feeling, I threw away my pride and immediately knelt on the floor to beg for forgiveness.

"My lady, please forgive me."
"....."

Despite kneeling, she didn't respond.

*What should I do?*

I regretted my joke, but it was already spilled milk. I racked my brain trying to find a way to get her forgiveness, but no answer came to mind.

"I'll... I'll grant you one wish."
".....I already have one. And you said the same thing last time but didn't keep your promise! Scammer! Liar!"

This isn't working.
Besides, she still remembers that day at the arcade?

"I mean it. I'll really grant you one wish."
".....Really?"

When I desperately pleaded, she finally seemed to listen and I quickly nodded.

"I'll let it slide this time."
"Thank—"
"But."

She turned to me with a twisted smile.

"Don't ever play this kind of joke again. If you ever joke about something as serious as marriage..."
"Then what?"

Gulp.

I swallowed hard at her expression.

"Then you'll be stuck by my side for the rest of your life."


* * *


The World Hunter Association President had entered South Korea.
The real president had already died at Cha Ah-Ram's hands, and the one in South Korea was a fake.
Knowing this, Park Secretary leisurely scrolled through news articles on his phone with a sneer.

"The best they could come up with was a stand-in?"

Park Secretary knew there were abilities registered with the Hunter Association that could replicate another person's appearance. As he continued scrolling through articles, at that moment...
When Cha Ah-Ram's shout echoed from the previously quiet house, he unconsciously shook his head.

"Getting nagged already?"

Already foreseeing Kim Young-Seok's future, Park Secretary sighed and started the car, waiting for them to finish preparing and come out.

Eventually, the front door opened, and Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok came out to greet him.

"Young Master, what happened to your face?"

He noticed five red lines streaked across Kim Young-Seok's face.

"Well, that..."

Kim Young-Seok glanced at Cha Ah-Ram standing beside him, then finally hung his head and said:

".....I rolled around in bed."

How does rolling in bed cause lines on your face?
It was obvious. Cha Ah-Ram must have scratched him.
Judging by her earlier shout, Kim Young-Seok must have done something wrong.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, Agassi."
"Stop with the unnecessary comments."
"Yes."

After Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok got into the back seat, Park Secretary closed the door and sat in the driver's seat.

"Agassi."
"I told you to stop with the unnecessary comments."
"I need to report something."
".....Speak."

When Park Secretary mentioned a report, Cha Ah-Ram hesitated before finally sighing and telling him to continue.

"It seems the Hunter Association sent a fake president."
"And the recipient of our wedding invitation?"
"We're still investigating. It seems he's being extremely cautious after that incident."
"That old bastard. Does he think the president position is his now that the previous one is dead?"

The World Hunter Association.
On the surface, it appeared to be an organization created to protect people from monsters emerging from dungeons, but looking deeper inside, it was utterly corrupt.
Numerous factions existed, engaging in power struggles for the lifetime position of president, and in the process, innocent Hunters who truly dedicated themselves to protecting the world lost their lives meaninglessly.

The president and executives who died at Cha Ah-Ram's hands had been reported as missing. They suddenly returned, but in reality, they had made a deal with the Cheonmun Guild.
In exchange for not refuting the news that claimed they were alive despite being dead, they reaped enormous benefits.
The counterpart in that deal was the former president's older brother, who had been in opposition to the president.

"I guess he thought it would be too dangerous to set foot in Korea while I'm here."
"Should we deal with him?"

When Park Secretary asked if they should handle the person who ignored the wedding invitation, Cha Ah-Ram shook her head.

"Leave him be for now."

Though she was displeased, even at this moment, the profits generated from the benefits they had been given were astronomical.
So she decided to overlook it this once and turned her eyes to Kim Young-Seok sitting beside her.

"Ahjussi."
".....Yes."

Seeing Kim Young-Seok dejected since getting the red lines on his face, she felt a lump in her throat and carefully touched his face with her finger.

"Did it hurt a lot?"
"No. Compared to being stabbed by monsters, this is nothing. Don't worry about it."

How could she not worry?
He wasn't just anyone—he was the man she loved. She had scratched him out of anger, but now it hurt like a lump in her chest.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Call a guild member with regeneration ability to the venue in advance. Oh, right."
"Yes?"
"Among those with regeneration abilities, there was definitely... that woman, right? Ask her to come and heal Ahjussi's face. No, if she uses this as an excuse to steal Ahjussi's heart..."

Watching Cha Ah-Ram's back-and-forth indecision, Park Secretary looked straight ahead and quietly said:

"Wouldn't it be better if Baek Seol-Ah did the healing?"
".....I don't know. Anyway, call someone to heal Ahjussi's face."

After snapping at Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram turned back to Kim Young-Seok and apologized.

"Ahjussi, I'm really sorry. I suddenly felt angry and before I knew it..."
".....Really?"

When he questioned her, Cha Ah-Ram nodded.

"You're really sorry?"
"Yes, I'll try my best to never do this again."
"Good. Then grant my wish too."
".....What?"
"I promised to grant your wish, right? So you should grant mine too."

Ahjussi was becoming increasingly shameless, but even that was lovable to her, so Cha Ah-Ram finally decided to grant his wish.

"My wish is to cancel the wish I promised you earlier."
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram looked at him with disbelief.
But he met her gaze without avoiding it, clenching his fist as he said:

"I will always try to grant whatever you want, as much as I can. So let's forget about that wish."
"Ahjussi..."

With those words, the last bit of resentment melted away like snow, and her face turned red.

"Ahem... Agassi, Young Master. We've arrived."

In the midst of the sweet atmosphere, Park Secretary cleared his throat and pointed ahead, where the venue for their wedding came into view.

"Let's go."

Kim Young-Seok, who got out of the car first, extended his hand, and Cha Ah-Ram took it.

Ch.135 - Mister, Marry Me (4)
"How many times do I have to tell you to put the wreaths over here!"
"How's the meal preparation coming along?"
"Check if the number of guests matches the number of chairs. Double-check it."
"What is this?! Who cleaned here? Can't you see this? There's dust coming off on my fingers! What will guests think of Cheonmun when they see this? Can't you prepare things properly?"

The Cheonmun Guild members are bustling about preparing for the wedding.

"Miss, I'm Seo Ji-Ah from the marketing department. I'll be in charge of your makeup and helping you with your dress today."

Two guild members, a man and a woman, approach us as we enter the wedding venue. The female guild member bows respectfully to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Ahjussi, I think I need to go with them."

Cha Ah-Ram, reluctant to leave my side, gives me a look of disappointment. Still, I'm thankful she's not throwing a tantrum about wanting me to come along.

"Okay, don't lose your temper and behave while getting your makeup done."
"...Do you think I have anger management issues or something?"

You didn't?
I'm not the only one who thought that, right?
I glance at Park Secretary beside me, who keeps nodding as if agreeing with Ah-Ram.

"I don't usually get angry, you know? Look at this guy! Have you been thinking I have anger management issues this whole time?"
"....."

Seeing my silence, she pounces on the offensive.

"Listen carefully!"

She brings her face close to mine, staring directly into my eyes with a heated gaze.

"I don't get emotional about other people's actions. I only get angry about things related to you, Ahjussi."
"I-I see."

That's news to me.
Then what about all those other times?

"Why would I care about what bugs do? I can just squash them dead, that's all."
"....."

Park Secretary keeps nodding vigorously, apparently strongly agreeing with her statement.

"I'm sorry for misunderstanding."

Only after I apologize does the intensity in her eyes soften.

"As long as you understand."

Smiling at me, Cha Ah-Ram turns to look at the man standing next to the female guild member who came to escort her.

"Make sure you do a perfect job on my Ahjussi's makeup. He's the most handsome man in the world. Got it?"
"I'll do my absolute best, on my life."

The male guild member wipes away nervous sweat while answering firmly to her intimidation.

"Well then, see you soon, Ahjussi."
"Okay, see you."

Smooch.

Before leaving, she closes her eyes and puckers her lips, and I give her a kiss.

"Hehe."

As she moves toward the bride's waiting room, she keeps waving her arm at me until she's out of sight.

"Well then, Young Master, shall we move as well?"

Park Secretary gestures to the male guild member who will be helping today.

"I'm Jo Jung-Dong from the marketing department, responsible for the Young Master today."
"Mr. Jo Jung-Dong. Yes, I'll be in your care today."
"Leave it to me. This way, please."

Park Secretary and I follow Jo Jung-Dong as he leads us to the groom's waiting room in the opposite direction from where Cha Ah-Ram went.


* * *


A chilly atmosphere.
Baek Seol-Ah, dressed so gorgeously that one might mistake her for the bride, stares at my face with tightly sealed lips.

"Oh, it's been a while."

Since I haven't seen her since returning to Korea after clearing the SS-rank dungeon together, I awkwardly smile and greet her.

"Oppa."
"...Oppa?"
"Young-Seok Oppa, did you know I joined the Cheonmun Guild? Or didn't you?"
"I knew. But why does that matter?"

Of course I would know.
The news and articles consistently reported for days that the Saintess had joined the Cheonmun Guild.
I had been somewhat worried about the relationship between the Hunter Association and Baek Seol-Ah, but Park Secretary's unexpected actions had put those concerns to rest.

"You knew? Then why didn't you come to see me?"
"...Huh?"
"You've been visiting the Cheonmun Guild often recently. But you never once came to see me."

Caught off guard by this unexpected question, I scratch my head.

"Sorry, I've been so busy that it didn't cross my mind to visit you."
"....."

I considered lying but decided it wouldn't be respectful, so I told her the truth.

"...You didn't even think about it?"
"Sorry, I was planning to see you once my schedule cleared up."
"After the wedding?"

Baek Seol-Ah's response grows increasingly cold.

*Could she still have feelings for me?*

I had clearly told Baek Seol-Ah, who confessed to me during the SS-rank dungeon, that I would only look at Cha Ah-Ram for the rest of my life.
She had said she wouldn't give up until Cha Ah-Ram rejected me, but today is my wedding day.
I thought she would naturally have moved on by now...

"Do you still not have a boyfriend—"
"Stop right there! Seriously, stop talking right there."
"....."

Baek Seol-Ah, who screamed at me, glares at me without moving for a while.

"Hunter Baek Seol-Ah."
"....."
"Young Master, please let me treat your face first."
"Hmph, what's so great about using regeneration ability on such scratches? Isn't it too wasteful to use regeneration on wounds like these?"
"Nothing is too wasteful for the Young Master. If you refuse to use your regeneration ability, I'll use the elixir I brought as a backup."

Using an elixir just to erase fingernail marks?
It's ridiculous to use a miracle drug that can supposedly revive the dead for something so trivial.
Nevertheless, I feel a quiet wave of emotion at his consideration for me.

"Haah."

Finally sighing, Baek Seol-Ah turns her head toward me.

"Leaving fingernail marks like this... I'm really upset."
"....."
"If it's going to be like this, why don't you just dump Cha Ah-Ram and marry me instead?"
"That's not possible."
"...You won't even say something nice just to make me feel better."

Baek Seol-Ah smiles bitterly.

Whirring.

A warm energy spreads across my face, and the slight stinging sensation completely disappears.

"I've healed all the wounds."
"Thank you."
"If you're thankful..."

Baek Seol-Ah takes my hand with sad eyes.

"If you ever grow tired of Cha Ah-Ram, come to me. I don't mind if you're divorced."

That will never happen.
My current feelings toward Baek Seol-Ah are proof of that.
Baek Seol-Ah, with her outstanding appearance and well-proportioned figure that rivals Cha Ah-Ram's, plus her fantastic abilities.
Baek Seol-Ah, who always competes with Cha Ah-Ram for the top spot on the girlfriend rankings based on looks alone.
But in my eyes, she's just a cute little sister.
And I'm confident I will never go to her.

*In my eyes, I can only see Cha Ah-Ram.*

Cha Ah-Ram, who said meeting me turned her gray world into a colorful one.
For me, it's the opposite.
Since meeting her, no matter how attractive other women might be, the first person who comes to mind is none other than Cha Ah-Ram.

I must admit that I can't live without her now.

"That won't happen. Even if Cha Ah-Ram gets tired of me and leaves me, I'll do whatever it takes to win her heart back. So, Baek Seol-Ah. No, Seol-Ah. I want you to be happy too."

As I express my wish for her to forget me and find happiness, she finally smiles.

"Really, I just can't win against you, Oppa."

Letting go of my hand and stepping back, Baek Seol-Ah sticks out her tongue slightly.

"Idiot. Poop head. Sea cucumber. Sea anemone."

She suddenly starts hurling insults.

"Huh?"
"Stupid idiot dummy! Whew... that feels better."

Her expression brightens as she says she feels better.

"You need to be happy too, Ahjussi."

At that moment, as she speaks to Kim Young-Seok,
Baek Seol-Ah forces a smile and makes a promise to herself.
That she will never give up.
If Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram stay together for life...
In the next life, she will definitely find Kim Young-Seok before Cha Ah-Ram does.
She swears with her soul.


* * *


Alex Rosgiri.
The old man known as the World Hunter Association President sits in a chair in front of the bride's waiting room.

"She says she'll give you exactly five minutes."
"Thank you."

The World Hunter Association President thanks the Cheonmun Guild member and enters the bride's waiting room.

"What do you want?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who hasn't started preparing yet, asks without looking at Alex Rosgiri who just entered.

"I came to congratulate Hunter Cha Ah-Ram on her wedding today."
"The real one didn't even come, yet you talk about congratulations? Is that all you wanted?"
"....."

Alex Rosgiri.
No, the Hunter with copying abilities from the World Hunter Association disguised as him, breaks out in sweat all over his body.

*Never confront her.*

Park Secretary alone, known as Cha Ah-Ram's right hand, had destroyed all systems in Iceland and killed more than half of the Hunters there.
Moreover, the person he's talking to now is the world's apex predator who beheaded the Association President and executives without a moment's hesitation.

Recalling his superior's advice, the Hunter with copying abilities bows deeply.

"I sincerely apologize for attending your wedding."
"If you're sorry, then leave. Having you here is attracting annoying flies."

Cha Ah-Ram gestures toward the door he came through and yawns.

"...Please help us."
"I said your business is done, so get out."

Though there's a hint of irritation in her voice as she warns him, he continues to sweat but doesn't move, having come here gambling with his life, and waits for her additional response.

"Ah, I wanted to hurry and get ready to show Ahjussi..."

Perhaps because it's her wedding day, Cha Ah-Ram doesn't take action but sighs and turns to face him as he keeps bowing.

"Make it quick."
"Thank you so much for listening."
"Stop with the unnecessary talk. Just the point. Quickly."

Under Cha Ah-Ram's sharp tone, he begins to explain why he came all the way to South Korea.

Ch.136 - Mister, Marry Me (5)
The Groom's Waiting Room.
I sit in front of a huge mirror, staring blankly at my face changing in real-time.

*Impressive.*

Makeup. I'd often heard that you could change your face with just makeup, without plastic surgery.
But for Hunters who kill monsters in dungeons, makeup was merely a luxury.
So I had never truly seen someone wearing serious makeup.
Even Cha Ah-Ram only wore light makeup in front of me, so I could easily recognize her.

Who are you?

A hairstyle with volume added to my previously flat bangs, swept to the side.
The face I had evaluated as "decent enough" has disappeared, replaced by a sharp-featured young gentleman.

"Young Master, how is it? Are you pleased?"

A guild member carefully asks me as I stare intently at the mirror without saying anything.

"...Ah, yes. I like it."
"If there's anything you'd like adjusted, please let me know and I'll fix it."
"It's perfect as is. If anything, it feels burdensome because it doesn't look like my face."
"B-burdensome? Should I remove everything and redo the makeup...?"

The guild member turns pale at my mention of feeling burdened and brings back the table with cosmetics.
Watching this, I finally sigh and say:

"It's fine. No need for adjustments. Thank you for doing such a great job."

I can't say anything more.
After thanking and stopping the guild member's busy movements:

"So is the makeup finished?"

Feeling stiff from sitting in the chair so long, I stand up.

"What? We haven't even started yet."

Haven't started yet?
Then what were all those things applied to my face for the past hour?
When I make a questioning expression, the guild member tilts their head and says:

"What we've done so far is just laying the foundation."
"...Foundation?"

Is that the "foundation" I know?

"Yes, I'll finish the makeup shortly, so please sit comfortably and wait until then."

Two hours later.

"Thank you for waiting patiently."
"This is really the end, right?"
"Yes, the makeup work is complete."

I've come to realize through this experience that makeup is a profound and difficult world.
As the guild member who handled the makeup steps back, another guild member approaches with the tuxedo they carefully selected.

"Young Master, please wear this."
"...I'll put it on after you leave."

I tell the guild member who's staring blankly at me.

"I'll help you put it on."
"...This isn't the medieval era, and I have hands. So I'll..."
"If even the slightest wrinkle forms while you're putting it on, we'll have to smooth it out again. So I'll help you dress."

Stop lying!
Do you think I don't know the material contains troll hide?

"This is made with troll hide, so even if wrinkles form, they'll smooth out immediately."
"Still..."
"Please leave."

The guild member makes a dejected expression.
I don't fall for that look and urge them to leave quickly.

Click.

Finally, I'm alone in the groom's waiting room.
I take off the clothes I'm wearing and start putting on the tuxedo hanging on the rack.

*I wonder if Ah-Ram is also wearing her dress?*

I've changed dramatically, so how beautiful will she be? Of course, I've seen her in a wedding dress before, but she wasn't wearing makeup then.
Of course, her face is beautiful even without makeup.
I mean that sincerely.
Really.



* * *



[The ceremony will begin shortly. We ask any guests who haven't entered yet to please hurry inside.]

The voice of someone with a voice amplification ability reaches everyone inside the wedding hall and those still outside.
At the entrance to the hall, Kim Young-Seok, in full makeup and wearing a tuxedo, greets the guests.

As guests enter the venue, they discover elegant white marble chairs with cushions made of harpy feathers, and begin taking their seats one by one.

"Phew..."
"Hey, it's just beginning and you're already sighing? If you want to become a married man, you have to endure this much."

After confirming that all the external guests have entered, Kim Young-Seok sighs in relief. Han-Seok, who's sitting in his assigned chair collecting congratulatory money, looks at the tense Kim Young-Seok and laughs.

"Hey, thanks for coming like this anyway."

Kim Young-Seok, who has no family, had contacted his colleagues to find someone to collect the congratulatory money, and Han-Seok was the one who immediately agreed.
Feeling grateful to Han-Seok, Kim Young-Seok expresses his thanks.

"If you're grateful, put in a hefty sum at the first birthday party later."

Han-Seok grins and starts counting the money from the envelopes he's received.

"Wow, the scale is definitely different."

After checking the amount from an envelope, Han-Seok looks at Kim Young-Seok with astonished eyes.

"How much is it?"
"...A hundred million."
"Huh?"
"A hundred million won."
"..."
"Wow. A hundred million would take me three or four months of grinding dungeons to earn, but you get that in one congratulatory envelope."

Why is he making such a fuss over 100 million?
He seems to have already forgotten that just a few days ago, I spent 5 billion on them.

"W-what's this?"
"Hm?"

Han-Seok, who was checking the amounts and recording them on paper, becomes flustered.

"It says to write whatever amount I want? This is my first time seeing a blank check."
"A blank check?"

I approach to check the name:

[Kim Se-Bong]

I remember Kim Se-Bong who was smiling brightly and shaking hands earlier.

"How much should I write?"
"..."
"Hey, snap out of it."

Kim Young-Seok, who was thinking about Kim Se-Bong, regains his senses.

"So how much should I write here?"
"Hmm..."

Wondering how much to write without making either party blush, Kim Young-Seok mentions the amount he thought of.

"Write about 50 billion."
"...Are you crazy? Have you lost your mind? 50 billion? You're not in your right mind. No matter how close you are with Hunter Kim Se-Bong..."
"That amount includes meals and accommodation."

Since he let me stay at his home, I should at least do this much. And besides.
He's been going around telling everyone he's my father... surely he wouldn't be stingy over 50 billion?

[In 10 minutes, the wedding ceremony will begin. Those who haven't taken their seats yet, please hurry.]

As the second announcement sounds, Kim Young-Seok, who had told Han-Seok to write 50 billion, pats Han-Seok's shoulder and says:

"If you run off with it, I'll chase you to the ends of the earth."
"...I was tempted, but I'll keep my sanity."
"Then I'm going in to prepare."
"Young-Seok!"
"Huh?"

As Kim Young-Seok turns to leave, Han-Seok urgently calls out to him.

In Kim Young-Seok's line of sight, he sees Han-Seok's face with a beautiful smile.

"Congratulations on your marriage, sincerely. Since this is the path you've chosen, live without regrets. You must be happy."
"...Thank you."

Kim Young-Seok, his eyes reddening, quickly turns his head away.



* * *



As the wedding ceremony begins, darkness descends inside. Kim Se-Bong, who is attending in place of Cha Ah-Ram's mother and parents who couldn't be present, rises from his seat in the front row and lights the wedding candle.

As the candle brightly ignites:

[Now, today's groom will enter.]

Kim Young-Seok enters and stands at the end of the marble path.
All the guests in attendance chuckle at the sight of Kim Young-Seok, stiff with tension.

[Now that the groom has entered, his match, the bride, should enter too! The bride and the bride's father, please enter!]

The moment Park Secretary's solemn voice, who is officiating today, is heard:

The bridal entrance music plays inside, and the closed door behind where Kim Young-Seok stands opens.

A pure white dress. A tiara emitting white light. Rose-decorated earrings. A necklace with a massive diamond.
But all that enters Kim Young-Seok's eyes is Cha Ah-Ram's face.

Click. Click. Click.

Cha Ah-Ram, her cheeks flushed, looks at Kim Young-Seok and then, holding her father's hand, walks slowly, very slowly, toward Kim Young-Seok.

The time it took for Cha Ah-Ram to walk to Kim Young-Seok seemed eternal, but as there's a beginning at the end of eternity, she finally stands before Kim Young-Seok.

"You..."

The father-in-law whom Kim Young-Seok had begged so desperately to bring Cha Ah-Ram.
Though expressionless, his eyes reflect his inner turmoil as they shake intensely.

"Yes, Father-in-law."
"Father-in-law..."

After savoring the title Kim Young-Seok called him, he finally closes his eyes and says:

"Please... take good care of my one and only treasure."
"...What did you just say?"

Confusion spreads across Cha Ah-Ram's face as she hears the conversation.

"I'm sorry for being so harsh until now. I was wrong."

When her father-in-law, who had uttered the words "one and only treasure," opens his eyes, they are filled with regret.

"So, you... no, son-in-law. Can you promise to make our Ah-Ram, who has lived a difficult life, happy from now on?"
"I promise on everything I have to make her happy."
"I believe you."

The father-in-law, who had been holding Cha Ah-Ram's hand tightly, hands it over to me with a bright smile.

"Ah-Ram, you're beautiful. Truly beautiful."
"...I still won't forgive you."

Cha Ah-Ram mutters quietly, then turns her head sharply.

"But thanks to you giving birth to me, I was able to find my groom like this. I'm grateful for that."
"...!"

Her father-in-law freezes at Cha Ah-Ram's brief words of gratitude.

[Now, the bride and groom will enter.]

As Park Secretary's voice is heard, they look into each other's eyes and smile gently.

"Shall we go?"
"Yes."

Kim Young-Seok, who had been stiff, begins to step forward feeling Cha Ah-Ram's warmth.
Cha Ah-Ram also takes a step, feeling Kim Young-Seok's warmth.
Conveying their emotions through warmth, they advance and eventually arrive in front of Park Secretary, who is officiating.

[Today is a meaningful day.]

Park Secretary, standing at the altar before them, begins.

[Actually, we were planning to have this wedding without an officiant.]

Park Secretary's eyes redden as he looks alternately at Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram with a solemn expression.

[I'm not standing here to perform an ordinary ceremony. I'm here because I have something to tell these two. So I'll skip many of the formalities.]

Thud.

Park Secretary removes his mouth from the microphone and approaches Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram, who are looking at him.

"Agassi."
"..."
"You are my benefactor."
"Yeah, I know."
"Kuk."

Kim Young-Seok bursts out laughing at Cha Ah-Ram's cool response.
He quickly covers his mouth with his hand.

"You brought me and my subordinates from the shadows into the light and gave us a family. I know well that I can never repay this debt until I die."
"Then earn your keep. I'm not scolding you because you're always lazing around."
"Kukukuk."

Kim Young-Seok laughs again.
Park Secretary briefly stares at Kim Young-Seok, who is trying to suppress his laughter, then turns back to Cha Ah-Ram.

"I never thought this day would come."
"I've known since I was young."
"I have a lot to say, but there's not enough time to say it all."
"Get to the point."

Park Secretary, hesitating for a moment, clears his throat and opens his mouth.

"If you ever get kicked out by the Young Master, you can always consult me..."
"If you don't want to be the world's first bride to kill an officiant, stop talking nonsense."
"Ahem..."

Park Secretary clears his throat and says with a gentle smile:

"It's so good to see you like this, Agassi."
"..."
"I hope you'll always be happy."
"...Sure."
"Even though I lost my place beside you to the Young Master."

Park Secretary makes a vow at this moment:

"I will protect you until the moment I die."
"...What can a weakling like you protect? Just stop getting beaten up."

Though she grumbles, there's moisture in Cha Ah-Ram's voice.

"Even Agassi becomes sentimental on her wedding day."

Park Secretary, smiling contentedly, turns to Kim Young-Seok.

"Young Master."
"Yes, please speak."
"I have nothing to say to you."
"...Pardon?"

Park Secretary looks at Kim Young-Seok with a playful expression.

"Just by being beside Agassi, you're already giving her more strength than anyone else in the world."
"..."
"So if Agassi ever nags you and you get angry, come to my house."
"Hey! Are you cursing us right now?!"

Cha Ah-Ram, who was listening to the conversation, flares up.

"Yes, I will."
"...Ahjussi?"

Kim Young-Seok agrees.
Cha Ah-Ram looks at him in bewilderment.
Looking at the beautiful couple, soon to be husband and wife, Park Secretary steps back.

[My digression was too long. Now I will read the marriage vows. The groom will recite first, then the bride will follow.]

A different, gentle song begins to play.

"I, Kim Young-Seok, becoming the husband of Cha Ah-Ram, will make her happy for life."
"I, Cha Ah-Ram, becoming the wife of Kim Young-Seok, will make him happy for life."

As they begin reading the vows,
All the lights shine on the couple reciting them.

"I will be a husband who understands even when you throw tantrums."
"I will be a wife who doesn't nag even when I occasionally dislike you."

As the contents they kept secret when writing the vows flow out, their eyes meet.

"I will be a husband who firmly refuses unreasonable demands."

Crack.

Wrinkles form on Cha Ah-Ram's forehead.

"Though I want to keep you at home so you won't look at other women, I will be a wife who gives you freedom with an open heart."

She reads each word distinctly with an intensified voice.
Kim Young-Seok, whose expression has hardened at Cha Ah-Ram's recitation, takes a deep breath and reads the last content he wrote.

"I will value my wife more than my own life."
"My husband, whom I wouldn't mind giving everything to. I will devote the rest of my life entirely to my husband."

As they finish their recitation, their gazes become intense.

Smooch.

Naturally, their heads come together.

[...It's not kiss time yet!]

Park Secretary, watching the scene, shouts that it's not kiss time yet, but they, seeing only each other, continue to explore each other's lips.

Ch.137 - Honeymoon (1) Part 2 Begins.
After the wedding ceremony.
I discuss with her where we should go for our honeymoon.

"How about Hawaii?"
"Hawaii? It's nice, but won't there be a lot of people?"
"But there are many American Hunters there, so we won't have any trouble."

As I try to convince her, she rejects the idea because of the crowds.

"I don't like Hawaii. I'd rather go to some deserted island crawling with monsters."
"Why? I've always wanted to visit Hawaii at least once."

Hawaii was one of the vacation spots I'd always wanted to visit. My parents had gone there for their honeymoon and showed me photos, which left me with a romantic image of the place. As I try to convince her again, she gives me a familiar look.

"...Did I do something wrong?"
"Be honest. You don't want to go to Hawaii—you want to see half-naked fox bitches, don't you?"
"Huh? Where did foxes come from? I just wanted to go to Hawaii because it's on my bucket list."
"There! Women walking around in bikinis. That's why I hate it."
"....."

Finally, I understand why she's against it.
She doesn't want me looking at other women.

*She's so possessive of me.*

Unlike when we first met, her personality has become much more gentle(?), but her possessiveness toward me hasn't changed.
No, actually, her possessiveness has intensified, so I guess it has changed.
Anyway, since Cha Ah-Ram firmly opposes Hawaii with her logic of trusting me but not other women, I decide we'll go to Hawaii later when her personality softens more.

"Alright. Let's not go to Hawaii then. Is there somewhere you want to go, Ah-Ram?"
"Me? Saipan."

The answer was already decided.

*Saipan?*

The name sounds familiar.
Since I've been running dungeons non-stop since my early working years, I remember all monster names and habits, but I'm lacking in general knowledge.
Well, it didn't matter for survival.

"Is Saipan a famous island?"
"It's famous as a honeymoon destination."
"Oh? Really? Famous for honeymoons?"

But why wasn't Saipan on Park Secretary's list of recommended honeymoon destinations?

"Wait a minute?"

Just to be sure, I take out my phone and search for Saipan.

[TOP 5 Dangerous Regions]
1. Saipan
2. Amazon
3. Beijing
4. Papal States
5. California

[Advice for Hunters entering Saipan seeking fortune]
Saipan island is home to various dungeons ranging from S-class to C-class, and they're in a saturated state where waves could burst at any time.
......
......
Saipan has transformed from a romantic paradise for couples to a one-way ticket to hell.

['Saipan' officially classified as a danger zone?]
[Find out why America abandoned the famous resort island 'Saipan']

As I search for Saipan, articles flood my phone screen.
Kim Young-Seok's face gradually hardens as he reads the first article.

*One-way ticket to hell?*

Of course, it was once known as a famous resort and honeymoon destination, as Ah-Ram said.

But that's all in the past.

"Ah-Ram."
"Oh? You searched it. I was right, wasn't I?"
"...It says it's hell?"
"That's all nonsense from people who don't know."
"Huh? What do you mean?"

Puzzled by her cryptic response, she gets up from her seat and takes something out of the desk drawer.

"Look at this."
"What is this...?"

[Territory Transfer Document]
As of January 1, 2045, the US government transfers Saipan Island to the Cheonmun Guild.

"Last year when I awakened, I already received Saipan from the US and cleared all the dungeons on the island."
"...Oh."
"I've also restored all the destroyed buildings, so we just need to go and enjoy ourselves. Feel better now?"

She prepared this last year?
Isn't she being too thorough?

"Unlike Hawaii, except for a very small number of guild members, no one else is allowed to enter Saipan, so it's perfect for our honeymoon."

If we're just going to look at nature, why go on a honeymoon at all? Isn't the charm of travel meeting strangers and experiencing their culture?

I want to point out her twisted thinking, but looking at her eyes, I know it's hopeless.
I decide to gently persuade her to visit other resorts after Saipan.

"Then let's prepare supplies for Saipan."
"I've already prepared everything for you and me. Just stick close to me, that's all you need to do."
"...Am I a house-husband?"

Suddenly feeling useless, I mutter quietly.

"What are you saying! You're not a house-husband yet."
"...Not yet, huh?"
"And what's wrong with being a house-husband? I'd love it if you stayed at home like a pillar of the house."
"....."

I don't know whether to be happy or sad that Cha Ah-Ram welcomes the idea of me becoming a house-husband.

"So just quit being the Association President."
"You're the Cheonmun Guild Master too, you know?"
"I'm thinking of giving the Guild Master position to Park Secretary and becoming a house-wife."

I try to take it as a sign of how much she loves me, forcing myself to believe it.

"So when do we leave?"

I change the subject by asking when we'll depart for Saipan.

"Right now."

She picks me up from my chair.

"Ah-Ram? What are you doing?!"
"What?"

Carrying me, she starts walking toward the front door and asks me as I struggle.

"I-I can walk."
"...I wanted to carry you. Can't I?"
"No. Absolutely not. Put me down now."

The embarrassment is always mine to bear.
I may lack common sense, but she often does embarrassing things shamelessly.

"....."

Finally, she puts me down and puffs her cheeks full of air.

"I-I'll carry you in Saipan. That works, right?"
"Oh? Then should I carry you around the entire island of Saipan?"
"...Sure."

When I reluctantly agree, her puffed cheeks deflate.

"Let's go quickly, Ahjussi."
"By the way, Ah-Ram. How long are you going to call me 'Ahjussi'?"

I don't want to be called "Ahjussi" anymore.
It makes me feel like an old man, so I carefully ask.

"Why?"
"Well, now that we're married, there's 'honey,' 'husband,' 'darling,' and so on. I was thinking we could call each other by pet names."
"Hmm....."

Cha Ah-Ram briefly considers my suggestion, then shakes her head.

"Ahjussi is Ahjussi."
"....."

Ah, I see.
So I'm the only one getting old, is that it?
When you're ten years older, I'll call you "Ajumma" too.



* * *



A blue sky that looks refreshing just by looking at it. An emerald sea with a transparent interior. A place famous as a resort before the Great Catastrophe.
The largest island and capital of the Northern Mariana Islands, located on the Pacific coast.

Saipan.

Saipan, which rivaled Hawaii as the most preferred honeymoon destination, changed from a tourist spot to a dangerous island after dungeons formed following the Great Cataclysm.

Originally, since it's located in US territory, if Hunters were dispatched periodically, the monster threat level would drastically decrease, but currently, the US doesn't have the resources to support the island.
Rather, they can't even handle all the dungeons forming on their mainland, the American continent, and uninhabited lands are gradually increasing.

Without Hunter support, Saipan has become a ghost island.

Wheeeeee.
Screeeech.

A rocket-like airplane lands on the deserted Saipan airport runway with a harsh noise.

Thud.

As the airplane door opens and the automatic stairs descend to the runway, someone emerges.

"Ugh... I never want to ride that again."

A man with a sleek appearance who looks like he's in his early twenties stretches and complains.

"Was it that bad? It's faster than any other airplane."

A goddess appears behind the man.
A woman with looks so perfect it's as if God poured all his favor into her.

"What good is speed? My mouth gets parched every time I ride it."

A pathetic man complaining to a goddess.
If other men saw this scene, they would have slapped him and demanded an apology immediately.

"Even if we crashed, you could easily survive with your ability. What's the problem?"

The goddess tilts her head and takes the man's hand, calming him as he whines.

"It still makes me uneasy. And what if we crashed into the sea?"
"Then we'd send a distress signal."
"A distress signal?"

When the goddess smiles, it's as if the world brightens—a smile so beautiful it could create such an illusion.

"You could just eliminate the sea with your compression ability."

No, let me correct myself.
The woman who talks about eliminating the sea is indeed a god.
But she seems more like an evil god.

Ch.138 - Honeymoon (2)
The empty Saipan airport.
No staff checking passports, and all the duty-free shops and restaurants were closed.
Didn't they say the Cheonmun Guild bought Saipan?
Even for an abandoned island, I wonder how they managed to get it transferred from America, a country more greedy for land than anyone else.

"Ahjussi."

My heart swelled.

She approached me as I was examining the airport, linking her arm with mine and smiling brightly.

"Today is our first day as newlyweds."

First day as newlyweds.
Since we've been constantly together since we started dating, the phrase "first day as newlyweds" doesn't particularly excite me, but I don't bother mentioning this to her as she looks so happy.

"So where are we going?"

I ask her since she hasn't told me how we'll be spending our time on Saipan Island, where supposedly only a handful of guild members exist.

"We're going to a place by the shore."
"Are there staff managing it?"
"Cheonmun Guild members have been stationed at all the places we'll be visiting."

Guild members, I'm truly sorry.
They became Hunters to fight monsters, but ended up with the job of cleaning up after us. I apologize to them in my heart.

"Why that expression? Is something not to your liking?"
"It's nothing."

I quickly smile and shake my head. Only then does she relax and start leading me forward.
As we exit the airport, we see palm trees—which in our country can only be found in botanical gardens—rooted all along the roads.

"It's beautiful."

Even she, who normally shows little interest in scenery, stares in awe at Saipan's natural landscape.

"It is beautiful."

The blue sky visible behind white clouds. As I watch Cha Ah-Ram looking up, I murmur softly.

"Buying Saipan Island seems to have been a good decision."

She can't take her eyes off the surrounding scenery.

*We have plenty of time, so let's take it slow and enjoy.*

The Association President inauguration ceremony isn't scheduled until two months later. Since I had planned to devote myself entirely to her until then, I stand beside her at the airport entrance without complaint, taking in the sights.

"Did you wait too long?"
"No, I was enjoying the view too."
"Should we live here?"
"Huh?"

Suddenly?

She turns to look at me.

"I feel like we'd be really happy if we lived here."

What should I say?
Living in Saipan itself wouldn't be bad.
Since it's owned by the Cheonmun Guild, there wouldn't be major difficulties in living here, but...

What about convenience?

No matter how chaotic South Korea might be, it's still a proper major power.
Although its status might be greater because of the Cheonmun Guild and Cha Ah-Ram, the conveniences of advanced science in Saipan could never match those in Korea.

"Living here wouldn't be bad."
"Right? Then let's live here."
"But the Cheonmun Guild is in Korea. And don't you remember? I'm becoming the Association President in two months, and I can't do my job if I'm living in Saipan."

Instead of saying I don't want to, I explain why we can't live here despite wanting to, but...

"We can just move everything here."
"..."
"Cheonmun already moved from Seoul to Goseong, and with just one word from me, they'd come here. And you could handle the Korea Hunter Association work online while staying here, couldn't you?"

Cha Ah-Ram counters all my arguments.
Is she serious about living here?
Or is she hoping for something else?

"Do you really want to live here?"

I ask for her honest opinion.
If she truly wants to live here, what can I do? And it's not like I dislike this place.
So if she sincerely wishes for it, I'm willing to go along with it.

"Hmm..."

Cha Ah-Ram ponders my question briefly before eventually shaking her head.

"I do want to live here, but when you say we should live here forever, it feels a bit suffocating."
"R-right? Since there aren't many people here, it might be difficult for just the two of us."

Though her thoughts keep changing, I quickly agree since living in Korea would be best for me.

"I guess that could be true."

Phew. That's a relief.

By the way, I feel like Cha Ah-Ram's personality has changed a bit since after the wedding.
In the past, she wouldn't have shown interest in anything around her except me, but today she seems somewhat sentimental.

Change can be good, but it can also be bad.
However, I find her gradual transformation from her original personality to her current self more pleasing, so I just watch her contentedly without mentioning it.

"What's with that look? Did you actually not want to live in Saipan?"
"That's not it."

She really has sharp instincts.

"Hmm... since you say it's not, I'll let it go. Shall we head to our accommodation now?"

Though she gives me a suspicious look, without mental abilities, she can't read my true thoughts, so she eventually moves on.



* * *

Saipan shoreline.
A massive resort right in front of the impressively emerald-colored sea.

"The young lady and young master will be arriving soon. Is their room ready?"
"Yes, preparations are complete."
"What about dinner?"
"Cooking will be finished in an hour."
"They might get hungry on their way here, so prepare some light snacks."
"Yes, understood."

The Cheonmun Guild has numerous departments, and among them are several major ones that support Cheonmun.
Notable examples include the Secretarial Office where Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram's right-hand man, works.
The Marketing Department, which coordinates schedules and promotes the Cheonmun Guild's image.
The Administration Department, which manages finances.
The Human Resources Department, which recruits and manages new guild members.

And the newly established Kim Young-Seok Response Department, created by Cha Ah-Ram's authority.

Though it's a newly formed department, no other department except the Secretarial Office dares to challenge the Kim Young-Seok Response Department.

Occasionally, some senior guild members would look at them with disdain, but they couldn't say anything against the authority given by Cha Ah-Ram.
No, it wasn't that they couldn't—they were unable to.
Even if they felt inferior to those who were rapidly promoted, they acknowledged that Kim Young-Seok's value to Cheonmun was higher than anything else.

The Kim Young-Seok Response Department, established as such, has handled many tasks since its inception.

They managed Kim Young-Seok's social image, provided security, and played a leading role in the grand wedding ceremony.

And now, the Response Department was also in charge of the honeymoon, flying to Saipan as soon as the wedding began to inspect the resort's condition.

"Don't let your guard down."

The middle-aged man appointed as the team leader of the Response Department barks at his exhausted guild members.

*If we handle this well, I might get a special promotion.*

He harbors small ambitions as he watches the guild members respond promptly to his commands.
Factions do exist within the Cheonmun Guild.
Compared to other guilds or associations, they're practically non-existent, but a few small factions do exist.

The Cheonmun executives.

Most notably, there's the faction formed by guild members who rose to executive positions through connections with Cha Ah-Ram's parents, who founded the Cheonmun Guild.

*Now, executive positions are like a chicken bone—hard to swallow but a waste to throw away...*

Even when Cha Ah-Ram awakened her abilities and became the Vice Guild Master, there were whispers.
One rumor suggested replacing all existing executives, while another proposed eliminating executive positions altogether and concentrating all power in Cha Ah-Ram herself.

The man sitting in the Response Department Team Leader position had been with Cheonmun for five years.
Initially, he joined the Dungeon Investigation Department, directly entering dungeons to kill monsters, but gradually got promoted and just a few months ago, reached a commanding position—the section chief of the Investigation Department.

However, knowing his limits, he believed he couldn't rise any higher.
He thought positions like executive, team leader, or even department head were beyond his reach, and he lived each day monotonously until Cha Ah-Ram, who was dating Kim Young-Seok, suddenly established the Response Department.

[Requirement: Guild members of section chief rank or higher.]

Anyone could see that the newly established Response Department was a golden opportunity.
While previous new departments eventually succumbed to the power of established departments, the Kim Young-Seok Response Department was practically under Cha Ah-Ram's direct control.

Though he knew applying would be challenging, driven by ambition for promotion, he applied anyway.

And so the Response Department was formed.
With 50 members, it was the smallest department, but looking at the original positions of its members would be shocking.

Section chief or higher.
In other words, only seasoned guild members like himself applied.
Even as a section chief, the salary from Cheonmun was something ordinary Hunters couldn't dream of.
And while their influence within Cheonmun might be moderate, outside, they wielded power comparable to a Vice Guild Master in an average guild.

Though he had suppressed his ambitions because it was Cheonmun, he didn't want to miss this opportunity, and with just one word from Park Secretary, he ended up taking the Team Leader position.

"I promise that after the young master and young lady's honeymoon ends, we'll rotate vacations."
"...!"
"And if this assignment goes well, Park Secretary has personally promised to reward us from his own pocket, so let's hang in there a bit longer."
"Yes, sir!"

After using the stick, he now offers the carrot, and the tired eyes of the Response Department guild members light up with enthusiasm.

Ch.139 - Honeymoon (3)
Walking to the beachfront resort, we held hands with our fingers intertwined, strolling at a leisurely pace.

"Ahjussi."
"Hmm?"

The cool breeze. Her hair fluttering in the wind. While admiring the sight, her voice pulled me from my thoughts.

"Is there anything you want?"
"Anything I want? Why do you ask?"
"If there's something you want, I'd like to buy it for you."
"Come on, why would you buy it? If I want something, I should buy it myself. Besides, I have plenty of money."

The moment I boasted about having a lot of money, I belatedly remembered that Cha Ah-Ram, my wife, was actually much wealthier than me.

Hot flush.

My face burned with embarrassment.
It was like an ant bragging to a passing elephant about being big and strong.
But she didn't seem to mind my comment about having money.

"You never tell me what you want, Ahjussi. I really want to buy you things. Hmph... come on, think about it."

I truly don't want anything.
If anything, I feel what I already have exceeds what I deserve.

"You're all I need."
"....."

Her earlobes turned red. She lowered her head.
After my words, we walked in silence all the way to the resort.

White roof. Open windows. A building too large to be considered just a resort.
We arrived at the massive resort, which could easily be mistaken for a hotel.

"Ta-da! What do you think?"

After walking in silence, occasionally humming to herself, she let go of my hand and stood in front of me with her arm on her waist.

"It's really nice. Was this place always famous?"

More than anything, I love that the ocean is right in front of us.
I used to imagine scenes like in dramas where I'd wake up in the morning, pull back the curtains, and see the vast ocean.
It's exactly to my taste.

"I had it built according to your taste."
"...Huh? Built? Wait, how did you know my taste?"

We've shared many likes and dislikes over time, but I never mentioned this particular preference.

"I read it in the notebook on your desk."
"W-wait? You read that?"

The notebook in my desk.
It did have a bucket list written in it, but...!
It served as an emotional garbage bin for all my feelings—difficult, sad, or happy—during my ten years as a Hunter.
She read that emotional garbage bin?
My head starts throbbing.

"Yes, I read it all. It was quite thick and took effort, but I read it thoroughly."
"....."

She took away my last hope.
I wanted to throw it away, but couldn't because it contained my life... now my dark history has been forcibly exposed, and I'm experiencing a moment of clarity.

"...Are you okay?"

She hesitantly asks, noticing my face turning pale.

How could I be okay?
It contains exactly who I was in my early twenties.

"No, I'm not okay at all."
"Did I make a mistake?"

Seeing her looking dejected and fidgeting, I decide to let it go since what's done is done, and focus on the Ah-Ram in front of me now.

"At least there was nothing about other women, which was good. But since when did you have the Black Flame Dragon ability in your right arm? Is that your hidden trump card you've been concealing?"

That resolve I just made.
With her additional comment, I end up collapsing to the floor.

"Black Flame Dragon... Ahjussi, I have Hellfire ability too. Looks like our abilities are compatible. Hehe."

As I sit on the floor, her bright laughter rings in my ears.

* * *

Bang bang bang.

"Ahjussi, open the door."

Cha Ah-Ram stands in front of the door with the nameplate 001, knocking.

"We're sleeping in separate rooms tonight. So you go stay in another room for tonight!"

Kim Young-Seok's sharp cry comes from behind the firmly locked door.

"I'm really sorry for reading it. I just happened to find the notebook while cleaning your desk and read it."

Click. Click.

She keeps turning the locked doorknob, apologizing for reading it by chance, but all she receives is Kim Young-Seok's silence.
After a while of him not opening the door, her eyes grow cold.

"Are you really going to sleep separately? Today is the first day of our honeymoon!"

She shouts one last time, but no answer comes.

"Ah, Miss..."

A Response Division guild member who was waiting at the end of the hallway approaches the fuming Cha Ah-Ram.

"What?"
"Dinner will be ready soon..."
"Do you think I can eat right now?!"
"...I'm sorry."
"Then why do something to be sorry about! Don't you see the door is locked? Get a key and open it right now!!!"

She transfers the damage she received from Kim Young-Seok directly to her subordinate.

Click.
Creeeeak.

"Why are you taking it out on innocent people?"

The firmly locked door opens, and Kim Young-Seok emerges, looking visibly tired.

"...Are you really going to sleep separately?"
"What if I do?"
"Really? Truly? You're going to leave me alone in another room? Do you forget what day it is? We just got married."
"....."

She grabs Kim Young-Seok's arm and pleads, but her mental fortitude crumbles against his iron-like demeanor.

"What did you say at the wedding? You promised to make me happy! And now you're doing this? Are you abandoning me now that we're married?"

Kim Young-Seok's eyes waver dramatically at the mention of the wedding. But only for a moment.
His wavering eyes calm, and ignoring Cha Ah-Ram with her arms forcibly crossed, he approaches the guild member who is standing with his head bowed, trembling.

"Are you okay?"
"...Ah, y-yes, y-yes. I'm f-fine."

Seeing the guild member stuttering from nervousness, Kim Young-Seok sighs.

"How long are you going to take your anger out on others?"
"I don't know! Make me happy right now. You promised."

Cha Ah-Ram uncrosses her arms and lies flat on the corridor floor in protest.

"I'm going to stay like this until you let me into the same room."
"....."

This is the first time he's seen her like this.
But Kim Young-Seok squeezes his eyes shut, turns his head, and smiles at the guild member who is staring blankly at him.

"You said dinner is ready?"
"...Yes! We just finished preparing dinner and were waiting."
"Let's go down now."
"Where are you going! I won't let you pass until you step over me... Ah, Ahjussi?"

Kim Young-Seok spreads his legs wide to step over Cha Ah-Ram and heads toward the stairs in the center.

"Ah, Ahjussi! Stop right there."

Reaching the stairs, Kim Young-Seok shakes his head at her, still lying flat and looking at him.

"Aren't you coming? It doesn't look good for a guild master to be lying on the floor in front of guild members."
"Are you blind?!"

She immediately directs her anger at the guild member next to Kim Young-Seok.

"Let's just leave her."
"But, if we leave the Miss like that, we..."

Understanding roughly what he's saying, Kim Young-Seok turns back to her.

"You, if you do anything bad to the guild members because of this."
"....."
"Then..."

I'll never see you again.
These words almost escape Kim Young-Seok's throat, but he holds them back.
After all, never seeing Cha Ah-Ram again over something like this would be more of a loss to himself.

"I won't tell you I love you."
"...!"

Shocked by Kim Young-Seok's words, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes well up.

'Ah, this isn't right...'

Recognizing that it was partly his fault for leaving the notebook in the desk drawer, Kim Young-Seok stops descending the stairs and approaches Cha Ah-Ram, whose eyes have turned red.

"Ah-Ram."
"....."
"It was my fault for carelessly leaving the notebook on the desk, but it was also your fault for reading my diary knowing what it was. Do you admit that?"
"...Yes."

Cha Ah-Ram answers while sniffling.

"I don't want to keep secrets from you if possible... but a diary is different, right? Could you be more careful about that, even if we love each other?"
"I understand."
"Here."

He extends his hand to her as she lies there, letting her grab it, and pulls her into his arms.

"You promise?"
"I promise."
"Okay. I'm sorry for saying harsh things too."
"It's okay."

As they finally resolve the situation amicably, the guild member who had been watching anxiously sighs in relief and clutches his chest.

* * *

"The time has come."

Jayang-dong, Gwangjin-gu, Seoul.
A neighborhood between Guui Station and Konkuk University Station.
Figures in black robes appear and begin cutting their fingertips with daggers, sprinkling blood on the ground.

Shhhhh.

The sprinkled blood immediately evaporates into the air, and a huge red magic circle begins to form in the sky.

"We are the harbingers of Doomsday."

Passersby begin recording their actions on their phones.

"This world has no need for animals called humans. Therefore..."

Rumble rumble rumble.

The ground suddenly begins to shake as if an earthquake has struck.
The bystanders who were standing and recording fall to the side.

"Die, all of you."

Screeeech!
Grrrrrr.
Kyaaaah!

The moment the massive magic circle forms in the sky, various monsters begin to emerge from it.

Ch.140 - Honeymoon (4)
The next morning.
The room where the newlyweds spent their first night had become ruins. The vanity was broken. All the windows in the shower room were shattered, and the bed was barely maintaining its shape.

*Snore, snore.*

And on the creaking bed that seemed ready to collapse at any moment, the two slept soundly.
As sunlight streaming through the torn curtains brightened their faces, they began to stir from their sleep.

"Hmm..."

Cha Ah-Ram was the first to wake up, rubbing her eyes with her fingers.

"Hehe."

Kim Young-Seok was sleeping soundly beside her.
She stared at him intently, then poked his cheek with her finger, smiling broadly.

"See? What did I tell you?"

Kim Young-Seok, who had boasted yesterday that he would definitely win against her, ultimately lost.

*It was dangerous though.*

Even for someone like her with a physical ability comparable to an S-rank Hunter, last night's battle with Ahjussi had been precarious. Lacking stamina, he had endured with willpower, but eventually lost consciousness after the 13th knockdown.

*Smooch.*

After placing a light kiss on his dry lips, Cha Ah-Ram carefully slipped out of bed.

*Crack.*

One of the legs supporting the bed broke, causing it to wobble, but Kim Young-Seok, completely drained of energy, showed no signs of waking.

*Click.*

After getting dressed and stepping outside, she quietly closed the door and beckoned to a guild member waiting at the end of the corridor.

"Did you have a good night?"

The guild member greeted Cha Ah-Ram.

"Keep your voice down."

When the guild member's loud voice made her face contort, he quickly covered his mouth.

"Tell Ahjussi to come to the dining room when he wakes up. And prepare another room for tonight."
"Yes, understood."

The guild member answered in a very small voice.
After staring at him for a moment, she sighed and said:

"And I'm sorry about yesterday."
"...!"

The guild member was so shocked by her apology that he trembled like an aspen tree and collapsed to the floor.
Apologizing to a mere guild member? That was supposed to be impossible unless the world turned upside down. Ignoring the guild member who was shaking with tension, she headed toward the stairs.

"Agassi, you're awake? Breakfast will soon..."
"I'll make it."

As she entered the dining room located on the floor below, all the guild members preparing the meal bowed to her.

"B-but it will be ready soon."
"What's the behavior I hate most?"
"...Being told something twice."
"You all eat what you've prepared. I want to make Ahjussi's breakfast myself."

She had wanted to cook breakfast wearing only an apron, but since she couldn't show her naked body to the guild members, she decided to at least make the meal herself and entered the kitchen.

"Don't you lower the heat?! Are you going to take responsibility if the meat burns?"
"I'm sorry!"

The kitchen resembled a battlefield, with the head chef's shouts echoing throughout.

"...Gasp. Agassi, what brings you here?"

The shouting chef, upon noticing her enter the kitchen, rushed forward and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

"Never mind that, everyone out."
"...What do you mean? If there's a menu that doesn't please you, we can immediately correct..."
"You all keep choosing actions I don't like, don't you?"

When her gaze turned cold, the chef immediately bowed.

"I apologize. We'll leave right away. What are you waiting for? Get out of the kitchen now."

After begging forgiveness, he immediately ordered everyone in the kitchen to leave. They all hurriedly exited.

The kitchen suddenly became quiet.

"Hmm."

She hummed a tune while taking ingredients for breakfast from the refrigerator.

*Sizzle.*

Kim Young-Seok doesn't like eating heavy breakfasts. Knowing his preference for light meals at every sitting, she put fried eggs and bacon in the heated frying pan.

"Hmm... Kimchi stew would be good."

Knowing that as a Korean, he eats better with soups like kimchi stew or soybean paste stew, she coated a stone pot with sesame oil and started stir-frying kimchi.
When the kimchi turned golden brown, she added the appropriate amount of water and spices.

*Bubble, bubble.*

As she placed the cooked fried eggs and bacon on a pretty plate, the kimchi stew began to boil, and she added pre-cut spam and tofu.

The breakfast was prepared in no time.
Compared to what the guild members had been preparing, it might seem modest, but she had no doubt he would happily eat it.
She placed the finished dishes and a bowl full of white rice on a tray and left the kitchen.

*Where would be good?*

They had sat by the window with a clear view of the stars during last night's dinner, but now the sunlight was too bright. After thinking for a moment, she headed to a table in the center.

"Hey."
"Did you call for me?"

After sitting down, she called to a guild member who was standing flat against the wall, waiting.

"Where's Ahjussi?"
"There's still no sign of him wak..."

At that moment, the dining room door opened, and Kim Young-Seok appeared, looking haggard.

"You can go."
"...Yes."

After sending away the guild member, who was turning pale at the thought of reporting false information, she smiled and said:

"Ahjussi."
"I was surprised when I woke up and you weren't there."
"I wanted to make food and see you eat it, so I got up early."
"You made this?"

Seeing him smile as he looked at the food on the tray, she placed the rice bowl in front of him.

"You must have gone through a lot of trouble for this."
"Oh, it's nothing. A wife should naturally cook for her husband. Don't worry about it, this is nothing."

Unlike him with his pale complexion, she showed off her radiant skin, smiling brightly as she stuck close to his side.

"Where's mine? I'll go get it."

When he noticed there were no chopsticks or spoons and tried to get up:

"They're right here."

She showed what she was holding in her hand.

"But those are yours."
"I only brought mine because I want to feed you."
"...Starting from breakfast?"
"Do you dislike it?"

At those words "Do you dislike it?" which had become all-powerful, he sat back down in his chair.

"Here, ah~"

She placed a half-cooked fried egg on top of the rice, slightly tearing it so the yolk would flow onto the rice, then scooped up some kimchi stew, mixing tofu and kimchi with the yolk-covered rice, and took a spoonful.

"...Really."

Feeling the gazes of guild members watching them, he grumbled but eventually opened his mouth and accepted the full spoonful of rice.

"Good. Good. Well done."

Like a mother caring for her child, she patted his back and praised him. After quickly chewing and swallowing the food in his mouth, he looked at her with an incredulous expression.

"Ah-Ram?"
"Yes?"
"I'm still older than you."

Perhaps he didn't like being treated like a child? He spoke gruffly.
But she stroked his head and said:

"It's funny when you say you're older with that face."
"...What's wrong with my face?"

As he felt his face with his palm, she smiled gently and put bacon on a spoonful of rice, directing it toward his mouth again.

"You're about the same age as me, so stop bragging about being older. Now, our little Young-Seok, say ah~"

He finally laughed at her persistent mothering act and accepted the food she offered.


* * *


The small conference room of the Cheonmun Guild.
Unlike the main conference room, the small conference room is where Park Secretary holds meetings.

*Click. Click.*

Park Secretary, seated at the head of the table, repeatedly pressed and released the end of his pen, causing tension to appear on the faces of the guild members seated around him.

"Is it true that Seoul has been occupied?"

Finally speaking, Park Secretary asked with calm eyes if the reported facts were correct.

"Yes, around 6 AM this morning, unidentified individuals drew magic circles and summoned monsters."
"Magic circles? Isn't summoning monsters with magic circles only at the level of A-rank monsters at most? And there's a limit to how many can be summoned, so how did Seoul fall?"

Knowing that the ability was limited to summoning at most five to ten monsters, Park Secretary expressed his doubts.

"Also, dungeons in Seoul that hadn't been cleared yet and were only having their monsters removed for material collection suddenly became saturated, and waves occurred."
"Sigh, so how many locations?"

Finally sighing, Park Secretary asked how many dungeons had burst, and after hesitating, the guild member quietly answered.

"...Reports indicate waves occurred in at least 50 dungeons, and the number of dungeons experiencing waves is increasing in real-time."

The number 50 dungeons.
Among the dungeons in Seoul, the dangerous S-rank and above dungeons had already been cleared, leaving only A-rank dungeons and below, so waves shouldn't be too concerning. However, they couldn't rule out the possibility of evolution, like the SS-rank miasma-type dungeon that Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Young-Seok, and Baek Seol-Ah had visited previously.
For this reason, Park Secretary placed his hand on his forehead to cool down for a while, then asked:

"What about the Hunter Association?"
"Currently, without the Association President, the executives of the Hunter Association say they can't make decisions themselves and are passing the responsibility to the government..."

*Slam!*
*Crack.*

"These idiots! Those incompetent bastards gave that kind of answer?"

Wrinkles formed on Park Secretary's forehead as he listened to the report, and the table split in half when he struck it with his fist.

"Then what about the government? What did the government say?"
"W-well..."
"Can't you answer properly?"

When the guild member hesitated:

"T-the government said they're struggling just to protect the Blue House... They're passing responsibility to Korean guilds..."
"Aaaaargh!"

Park Secretary stood up, roaring.

"What about Agassi? You haven't reported to her yet, right?"
"No, not yet. But we plan to report soon..."
"Are you crazy? Do you want to die?"

Emitting killing intent, Park Secretary suddenly approached the reporting guild member, grabbed his collar, and lifted him into the air.

"How do you think Agassi will react if she learns about this during the honeymoon she's been looking forward to? Do you think she'll be happy?"
"...N-no."
"You trash. If you have a brain, use it to think!"

Seeing Park Secretary, who was usually calm, behave this way made all the guild members in the secretary's office extremely tense.

"You must absolutely not report this fact while they're on their honeymoon. Understand?"
"...Yes!"

After releasing the guild member back into his chair, Park Secretary staggered forward and leaned on the broken table.

"Before the honeymoon ends, mobilize everyone immediately and deal with the monsters occupying Seoul."
"..."
"Did you hear me? Move quickly!"
"Y-yes!"

The guild members hurriedly left the small conference room.

*Crack.*

The energy emanating from Park Secretary's body began to destroy the small conference room as he watched them leave.

"Whoever they are, they timed it artistically."

Muttering with eyes full of killing intent, Park Secretary also left the small conference room, making a vow:

"The bastards who released monsters and artificially caused waves... I don't know who you are, but I'll follow you to the depths of hell and flay your skin off."

Ch.141 - Honeymoon (5)
The fine sand stretched across the wide beach. Four sets of footprints began to appear on the sand.

"This is nice."

Walking alongside Cha Ah-Ram, I gazed at the clear sky and emerald sea with the horizon in view, expressing my admiration.

"It's good, right? Much better than looking at naked women in Hawaii, isn't it?"

Ah-Ram, who had taken off her shoes to feel the sand while walking, immediately made a comparison after hearing my murmur.

*Her possessiveness needs to be acknowledged...*

I wasn't interested in other women's bodies besides Ah-Ram's. But her provocation sparked a rebellious feeling, making me determined to visit Hawaii someday.

"I don't like that expression."
"You're always saying you don't like something. So what does my wife actually like?"

When she stared at my face and spoke curtly, I asked sweetly to change the mood.

"What I like? Hmm... when you only look at me?"
"I'm only looking at you right now."

I whispered to her, hoping she would understand that I was truly only looking at her.

"That may be true... but it still annoys me that you're so popular."
"Me? Popular?"

Since when did I become a popular man? I expressed doubt at this surprising statement, and she poked my side with her hand.

"Starting with that Baek Seol-Ah bitch, and then that girl who visits your broadcast every day. What was her nickname? Ppyoruddae? Anyway, that immature girl is always trying to appeal to you."
"Baek Seol-Ah... okay, I get that one. But I rejected her immediately. And that viewer is simply someone I saved before."
"You saved Baek Seol-Ah the same way! You should have both died holding hands with the monster..."

She really says anything.

"Ah-Ram, if you keep cursing like that, it will come back to our child when they're born. So please, keep your thoughts pure, okay?"

Considering our nighttime activities, it would be strange if she didn't get pregnant. But the future mother of my child is spewing curses, wishing death on others. What would our future child learn from this?

"...our child."

She suddenly stopped and hung her head.

"I'll never let anyone take you away."

She muttered quietly to herself, but I heard it clearly. I should probably pretend I didn't hear that comment. A mother jealous of her own child? Shaking my head, I firmly grabbed her hand and pulled her along, continuing to walk and feeling the sand.

Crunch. Crunch.

The feeling of fine sand particles getting between my toes and tickling them. It could become addictive.

* * *

We didn't prepare an elaborate itinerary for our honeymoon. Ah-Ram actually said she preferred staying in the room, trying to seduce me, but dealing with her good stamina until the end of the trip would be too much, so I restrained her as we returned to the resort where we were staying.

"Let's see."

Guided to a clean room different from where we stayed yesterday, I turn on my phone that I had left on the bed and sit down.

Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!

The moment the powered-off phone turns on, an enormous number of notifications sound.

[Missed calls: 38.]
[Missed messages: 57.]

What's this? So many missed calls and messages? They all know I'm on my honeymoon, right?
Most are from Han-Seok, so I can't ignore them. Before checking the internet, I look at Han-Seok's messages.

[Han-Seok: Young-Seok, something terrible happened. Seoul has been breached.]
[Han-Seok: A Dungeon Wave has erupted from the dungeons in Seoul, and monsters are roaming around.]
[Han-Seok: National disaster declaration level 1. Are you safe there?]
[Han-Seok: Shit... we're fucked. What do we do?]
[Han-Seok: Young-Seok. If you see this message, can you ask the Cheonmun Guild for help? The Hunter Association isn't showing any movement!]
[.....]
[.....]
[Han-Seok: Young-Seok. I miss you. If you see this, it might be my last mess...] - 2 hours ago.

"....."

Is this a joke?
What monsters in Seoul? What Wave?
South Korea, especially Seoul, the capital, is a city densely populated with excellent Hunters, considered among the strongest nations. And it fell to monsters?

"This can't be true?"

Hoping it's false, I call Han-Seok, but an automated response tells me he can't be reached.

Click.

I hang up and quickly search the internet.

[Seoul Falls. 'What is Korea's fate now?']
[Why did Waves occur simultaneously from dozens of dungeons?]
[The work of unidentified individuals?]

"Honey, where should we go next?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been giving instructions to guild members in the lounge, enters the room with a bright smile and puts her arms around my neck.

"....."
"Honey, what's wrong? Did something happen?"

She asks me as I sit in a daze, then notices the phone in my hand.

"What is this?"
"...I don't know. Haven't you heard anything?"
"Park Secretary didn't contact me?"

At my question, she quickly takes out her phone to check but says there are no messages.

"Ah-Ram."
"Honey. I'll find out right away and tell you, so just stay here."

She gets up from the bed and starts calling Park Secretary, heading toward the door, but I grab her hand tightly.

"My friends. My colleagues. They contacted me asking for help... but now I can't reach them. What should I do?"
"Calm down. Honey, calm down. Even if we leave now, it will take a long time to arrive. I'll check on your colleagues, so please stay calm, okay?"
"...Alright. Please do."

The message saying "I miss you" from just two hours ago won't leave my mind as I make my request.

* * *

Cha Ah-Ram left the room with a serious expression and urgently called Park Secretary.

[Miss, why are you calling...]
"Park Secretary."

She calls him with a deadly tone.

[...Yes, Miss, please speak.]
"Are you hiding something from me right now?"
[...How did you know?]
"How did I know? Is that what you call an answer?!"

Cha Ah-Ram's shout echoes through the corridor.

[It wasn't such a serious situation, so I didn't report it to you during your honeymoon. Rather, it could be advantageous for our Cheonmun, so I planned to resolve everything before you returned to the country...]
"Park Secretary."

She cuts off his explanation and grips her phone tightly.

"Do you know that people who are like family to my husband are in Seoul right now?"
[...I didn't consider that.]
"My husband is begging me for help... and you're saying this isn't a serious situation?"
[I apologize.]
"Stop talking and get ready for our arrival. Move all of my husband's colleagues and their relatives to Goseong before we arrive."

Crack.

The phone in her hand breaks as she speaks. Unfazed, she looks toward the room where Kim Young-Seok is alone with trembling eyes, takes a deep breath, and opens the door.

"....."
"Ah-Ram. It's our honeymoon... I'm really sorry."

He speaks incoherently while packing his bags, having partially lost his composure when he sees her enter.

"It's okay."

She had anticipated this. She knew how important they were to him, which is why she had ordered their movements to be closely monitored even when they were dating. She approaches him and starts packing alongside him.

"I'm really sorry. After waiting so long for this..."

Having packed quickly, he apologizes again to her as she silently continues packing.

"Don't apologize. If they're family to you, they're family to me too. So please don't talk about them like they're strangers."

To calm his restlessness, she picks up the packed suitcase and takes his hand with her free hand.

"Let's go quickly."

She leads him out of the room, holding his hand.

* * *

"Shit..."

At Hanyang University Station near the Hunter University, countless Hunters are dealing with monsters approaching civilians, but as they keep coming endlessly, Hunters are losing their lives one by one.

"Have all the families been evacuated?"
"...I can't reach them."

The Mars Party, like other guilds, has been assigned to the Seongdong district in Seoul and is defending the Hanyang University subway station underground where civilians are evacuating.

"Kid! Then don't just stand here, go check on your home! What are you doing?"
"B-but..."

As Jin-Kyu, the youngest member of Mars Party, stutters with tears in his eyes, Dae-Cheol, who was behind him, slaps his back.

"A train is coming now, so get on it and go."

He pushes Jin-Kyu toward the stairs at exit 2 of the subway station.

"...Thank you. I'll return as soon as I confirm they're alive."

Jin-Kyu, repeatedly bowing, rushes inside as soon as he hears the subway arriving.

"How are the other guilds?"

Han-Seok, standing next to Dae-Cheol, asks about the situation of other guilds.

Screech!

As Dae-Cheol tries to answer Han-Seok, he barely blocks an Orc's axe aimed at his face with his sword and kicks it to disrupt its balance.

Slash.

After bisecting the falling Orc diagonally, Dae-Cheol has no time to catch his breath as another Orc charges at him. Stepping back, he says:

"Half of them died...! According to the message earlier... huff!"

【Grooooar!】

An Ogre, a monster that appears in A-rank dungeons. As a massive club flies toward them, Dae-Cheol uses his ability called "Iron Wall" to barely block the club coming at a terrifying speed.

"Dungeons were never this tough. This must be our grave."

In dungeons, there are corners where monsters don't approach at regular intervals, giving time to recover, but now recovery time is a luxury. Han-Seok looks at the monsters that keep coming in despair and laughs self-deprecatingly as he grabs the large shield on his back with his right hand.

"This place is about to fall, you know?"
"Han-Seok?"

Han-Seok jumps into the approaching monsters and gives an order to Dae-Cheol.

"I'll buy time, so when the next subway comes, take everyone and get out of Seoul."
"Are you crazy?! How can I leave you behind!"
"That's right. We promised to die together if we have to."

The other party members who were listening also show their determination, but Han-Seok jumps onto the arm of an Ogre trying to punch him with his large shield, leaps upward, and stabs the sharp shield into its neck.

Boom.

The 4-meter tall Ogre loses its head and falls backward. Han-Seok lands safely on the ground and roughly wipes the green blood splattered on his face with his sleeve.

"You bastards! My wife is worried! So please... when I buy you time, go. If we stay like this, we'll all die."
"B-but..."
"But my ass!"

Han-Seok shouts.

"I can hold out better alone. You're in the way, so please... please just go."

His voice, mixed with anger and sobbing, echoes at exit 2.

Grind.

The Mars Party members, watching Han-Seok, finally grind their teeth so hard they almost break.

"We'll put your wife in a safe place and come back, so you have to hold out until then, okay?"
"You punk. I've been an A-rank Hunter for 10 years. Do you worry about me because you have no one else to worry about? So hurry up and go."

Just then, as the sound of the next subway approaching is heard, the monsters become more frenzied and approach exit 2.

Han-Seok smiles brightly at them.

"You'll be late. Hurry up."
"Bro... we'll meet again, right?"
"Instead of chatting, you should get on quickly."

Finally, the Mars Party members climb up the stairs that Jin-Kyu had gone up.
Eventually, Han-Seok is left alone in front of exit 2.

"It's truly blue."

The clear sky without a single cloud.

"Enjoy your honeymoon."

【Mmmrrrrrr】

Spotting an A-rank monster, a Minotaur, charging from the distance, Han-Seok puts on a sad expression and jumps forward to intercept it.

Ch.142 - Sad Reunion (1)
30 years ago.

The Solar System. Planet Earth.

Earth, said to be the only planet in this galaxy inhabited by intelligent beings, was a world built on science. Humans, though physically weaker than other animals, had climbed to the top of the food chain through scientific advancement.

But after the Great Cataclysm, all those rules collapsed.

Dungeons where science didn't work. Monsters that barely died even after being riddled with bullets. And among the classified danger levels of monsters, some emerged from dungeons that remained unharmed even after being hit by bullets, missiles, or even nuclear weapons.

As dungeons sprouted everywhere and monsters multiplied within them, humanity faced a great calamity because they couldn't eliminate these threats.

Monster Wave.

This phenomenon occurs when monsters inside dungeons run out of space and collectively surge outside the dungeon.

At first, people were grateful when monsters came outside where scientific weapons could be effective, since the scientific symbols of weaponry and cutting-edge equipment they brought into dungeons would corrode or break after a certain time.

But that gratitude was short-lived.

More and more monsters poured out while weapons remained limited. Eventually, human territory shrank, and scientific advancement stalled.

The situation reversed completely.

Scientists who had been researching monster corpses and the rare items that occasionally appeared when killing them finally gave up and started focusing on how to kill monsters en masse.

Science alone was impossible.

By the time half the human population had become monster food, the research yielded an answer: human science was ineffective against most monsters, and all life forms on Earth were destined for extinction.

As people lived in daily fear, a miracle occurred.

Abilities.

Superhuman powers that belonged in fantasy novels. Religious people claimed their gods had granted these abilities to save humanity, while those fascinated with supernatural phenomena believed humans had evolved into superhumans under extreme circumstances.

The minority of humans who awakened these superhuman abilities led the powerless majority to reclaim territories occupied by monsters.

For ten long years, the first Hunters who awakened abilities sacrificed their lives to successfully reclaim 70% of the land taken by monsters.

After reclaiming 70%, Hunters stopped venturing into dangerous territories. Having recovered enough land for people to live on, they established an association to protect it.

That was the Hunter Association.

Other Hunters built their own power bases, which became today's guilds.

In this world where natural laws had collapsed, the neutral Hunter Association and the guilds—owned and controlled by Hunters—emerged as the new order, bringing temporary peace.

Of course, the monster threat wasn't over.

But as information about abilities became systematized and researched, Hunters learned to use their powers more efficiently and grew strong enough that they no longer needed to live in daily fear of monsters.

After that era ended, the world maintained outward peace, whatever its inner workings might be—until those painful times returned.

[Currently, most citizens living in Seoul are evacuating to other regions.]

Kim Young-Seok watched the news playing on the screen in front of him as he rode in Cha Ah-Ram's private plane.

Crunch, crunch.

He bit his nails while watching the horrific scenes unfolding on screen.

[Gwangjin-gu, Seongdong-gu, Songpa-gu, Jung-gu... and other areas have fallen to monsters...]

"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been watching him stare anxiously at the screen, took his hand firmly.

"They'll be safe."
"Yeah. The kids will definitely be safe."

Just as he forced a smile and nodded at her words:

[Breaking news. We've received reports that guilds, raid parties, and several smaller parties helping citizens escape near Hanyang University Station in Seongdong-gu have been completely wiped out.]

No way, it couldn't be.

The Mars Party was based in Seongdong-gu, but they must have evacuated long ago. No raid party or guild would ask for help from a party with just one A-rank Hunter...

Thud.

As he checked the list of those wiped out scrolling across the screen, he dropped his phone to the floor.

[Sirius Guild, Glory Raid Party, Black Lion Raid Party, Do-Oh Raid Party, Mars Party...]

"...This is a lie, right?"

[Since Hanyang University Station, the escape route from Seongdong-gu, has been destroyed by monsters, we urge any citizens still in Seongdong-gu to move to nearby shelters.]

"A-Ah-Ram? I must have seen wrong, right?"
"..."

He asked her, but she only squeezed his hand tightly in response.

"This can't be happening..."

Panicking, Kim Young-Seok switched to a channel that only announced casualty lists to double-check.

"..."

[Confirmed Casualty List (Parties)]
Mars Party Leader, the late Han-Seok.
Jagibo Party Leader, the late Lee Eun-Mi and 37 party members, all deceased.
Riharo Party Leader, the late Park Hyuk and 21 party members, all deceased.
...
...

As Kim Young-Seok checked the list of parties rather than guilds or raid parties, he saw Han-Seok's name somewhere in the middle, and the blood drained from his face.

"A-Ahjussi!"

Cha Ah-Ram caught him as he collapsed forward and tried shaking him, but he didn't respond, apparently unconscious from shock.

"Someone with healing ability get over here now!"

One of the guild members with healing abilities on the private plane immediately approached them.

She showed him the unconscious man and said:

"Check him quickly."
"...His life isn't in danger. He seems to have collapsed from shock."

The guild member glanced at the screen showing the casualty list as he spoke.

"Haah..."

Hearing that his life wasn't in danger, she staggered slightly as if her strength had left her.

"A-Agassi."
"Take your hands off me."

She slapped away the guild member's hand as he tried to support her, then placed the unconscious man's head on her thigh, positioning him comfortably on his side.

"When are we arriving?"
"The pilot said our estimated arrival time is two hours from now."
"Go tell him if he can cut that in half, I'll set him up for life. Tell him exactly that."
"Yes, ma'am."

The guild member left them and ran toward the front where the pilot was.

"Shit."

A curse escaped her delicate lips as she stroked the face of the man lying on her thigh with trembling hands.

"Whoever the bastard is, I'll find them no matter what."

Though filled with intense anger, she contained her energy out of concern for the plane flying at full speed, and spent the time until their arrival planning her revenge.



* * *



Cha Ah-Ram's private plane landed forcefully on the busy runway where numerous planes were taking off and landing.

Boom.

Having failed to control its speed, the plane's wheels caught fire despite the brakes, and it crashed into the exterior wall of the hangar.

Screech.

As soon as it crashed, the plane's only entrance and exit door opened.

"Move him carefully!"

Cheonmun Guild members who had been waiting for the plane received Kim Young-Seok from Cha Ah-Ram's arms and laid him on a wheeled bed.

Crash!

"Agass—urgh!"

Park Secretary approached with a stern expression. Cha Ah-Ram put all her strength into a punch to his abdomen, sending him crashing into the same exterior wall the plane had hit.

Click. Click.

She walked toward Park Secretary embedded in the wall, her expression murderous.

"What did I tell you?"
"..."
"Ahjussi's comrades. The Mars Party. I told you to keep an eye on them."
"T-That..."

He tried to speak as he swallowed hard in the face of her killing intent, but her overwhelming aura prevented him from opening his mouth.

Crack.

The concrete floor cracked under the pressure of her energy as she walked.

"Today was our second day of marriage."

Rrrip.

Standing before him, she grabbed Park Secretary by the neck and pulled him out of the wall. Finding him hanging limply without resistance only angered her more, so she released her grip and kicked him in the face.

Bang!

As he rolled across the concrete floor and became embedded in the ground, she followed after him.

"Hey. Did you think I was joking?"
"Cough. N-No, I didn't."

He barely managed to answer while coughing up blood.

"No. You're looking down on me right now."

She smiled coldly at his denial, crouched in front of him, and tapped his forehead with her finger.

"When I said to observe the Mars Party, I meant protect them in dangerous situations. Was that so hard to do?"
"..."
"Ah, I must have made Cheonmun too weak."

Shudder.

At her quiet mutter, not only Park Secretary but all the Cheonmun Guild members who had followed felt an indescribable terror consuming their bodies.

"Everyone, stand down and wait."
"...If we withdraw now..."

Crunch.

As Park Secretary tried to speak, she stood up and stomped on his face.

Turning her gaze filled with killing intent toward Kim Young-Seok on the bed:

"From now on, I don't need help from weak bugs."

Since becoming the Vice Guild Master of Cheonmun, she hadn't personally moved unless it was for an SS-rank dungeon or higher.

No, it wasn't that she wouldn't move—she couldn't.

It was because of her treaty with the World Hunter Association.

They had judged that the world couldn't withstand Cha Ah-Ram's power if she moved whenever she was upset, so they offered to share wealth and power in exchange for her only moving for SS-rank dungeons or higher.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had accepted partly because it was bothersome, had personally killed the Association President who made the treaty with her during the Iceland incident.

Now there were no restrictions binding her.

"I'll move personally."

She who had remained quiet for the world's sake was now stepping back into the world for her beloved husband.

Ch.143 - Sad Reunion (2)
The Blue House, as the presidential residence is called.
The presidential office is bustling with cabinet ministers, the Seoul mayor, and Blue House-affiliated Hunters—those who, at least outwardly, support this country.

"What's happening outside right now?"

The President, seated in his chair, poses this question to those who have entered his office.

"You need to leave Seoul immediately."

Kim Se-Bong, an S-rank Hunter respected throughout the Hunter community, steps forward and advises the President to evacuate Seoul.

"...Is it serious enough to abandon this place?"

The President's face hardens. Though he hasn't gone outside, he's well aware of the situation from various media reports and official briefings.

"Yes. While we could somehow defend the Blue House against the current level of monsters, reports indicate that nearby saturated dungeons are beginning to unify."

Dungeon unification.
When dungeons with broken waves merge, they have a high probability of evolving into higher-grade dungeons.
And Kim Se-Bong already knows another possibility through Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram.

*Dungeons might evolve on their own.*

Looking around, he continues:

"Currently, there are 780 dungeons in Seoul. These dungeons are experiencing consecutive wave breaks, and we've discovered some beginning to unify. The monsters emerging now are manageable, but if stronger ones appear, we'll have no escape route. I believe it's right to abandon the Blue House and regroup elsewhere."

The first monsters to appear were Liches and Death Knights.
Previously undiscovered monsters that even Cha Ah-Ram struggled against despite using her hidden abilities. Recalling this, Kim Se-Bong again urges the President to evacuate.

"But if we abandon Seoul and regroup elsewhere, won't the outcome ultimately be the same?"
"....."

The President has a point.
However, if something were to happen to the President—the central figure—who would lead the Hunters in Korea when there's no Association President?

*Young-Seok is still too young.*

A generation that has never experienced war.
One wrong command could needlessly scatter countless lives.

*Don't come back.*

Thinking of Kim Young-Seok, who had contacted him about going on a honeymoon abroad, Kim Se-Bong steels his resolve.
Though the President is his direct superior, he acknowledges that the President's abilities fall far short of the former Association President's. Still, he has his uses.

*This must end with the President.*

They are old men anyway, with death tickets already punched. He believes they should bear this karma.

"Mr. President, do you know why Seoul, with its concentration of excellent Hunters worthy of a major power, is falling?"

Kim Se-Bong speaks up, ready to shoulder the burden alongside the President.

"When killing monsters in dungeons, their numbers weren't that great. Moreover, there were rest areas where we could recover before continuing. But... waves are different."

During the early days of the Great Cataclysm.
They barely had time to sleep while constantly fighting monsters.
Now, the Hunters who fought back then are old men like himself.

"The fatigue from facing an endless stream of monsters is the main reason, and another is that the command structure is currently in shambles."

Guild Masters, raid leaders, and party leaders have gathered to try suppressing the monsters, but significant limitations remain.

"Therefore, Mr. President, you need to leave Seoul, stay in Gyeonggi Province, and directly command them to clear the monsters and saturated dungeons trying to overtake Seoul."

He makes the President aware of his importance and duties.

"...Are you saying I should be the scapegoat?"

The President, aged in the political arena, grasps the core of Kim Se-Bong's message.

"I won't deny it. If you abandon Seoul, you'll face public condemnation, and if many die under your command, the families of deceased Hunters will blame you."

Without hesitation, he directly tells the President what will happen to him.

"From a figurehead President to now the worst President. Is that it?"

The President makes a bitter expression.
But he doesn't deny Kim Se-Bong's words and closes his eyes.

"Time continues to flow. Even at this moment, countless civilians are bleeding at the hands of monsters. You must make a decision quickly."

Gunfire rains down. Screams from soldiers defending the Blue House. The cries of Hunters assisting the military. The President hears everything happening outside his office.

"...How will we escape?"

Having decided to abandon the Blue House for a safer location, the President opens his eyes and asks.

"Currently, there are flying monsters in the sky. I'll take the lead and clear a path."

Kim Se-Bong draws a Holy Sword from his palm and declares he'll lead the way.
Everyone becomes solemn at his resolute appearance.

"Very well. Then without delay, right now..."

As the President rises from his seat to suggest evacuation—

[You bugs.]

An amplified voice echoes throughout Seoul.

"...Could it be? She's back already?"
"The Witch."

Kim Se-Bong and the President display contrasting emotions.

*Surely until just now, she was on her honeymoon in Saipan?*

Why is Cha Ah-Ram's voice being heard when she should be enjoying her sweet honeymoon?

[Some bugs have shattered my happiness.]

Calmly, yet with boiling anger evident in her voice.
Those who were moving stop and focus on Cha Ah-Ram's continuing voice.

[If you wanted me to be unhappy... Well, bugs, you've won.]

"Could it be that the Witch is planning to intervene directly?"
"That won't happen. No matter who she is, as long as the treaty binds her, she can't recklessly..."

BOOM!

The President, hoping Cha Ah-Ram might resolve this situation, mutters, and Kim Se-Bong immediately responds.
At that moment, the ground throughout Seoul begins to shake.

"Uwaaaagh!"

The bulletproof glass in the office shatters, and soon the entire Blue House building starts to collapse.

"We must hurry out."

Kim Se-Bong approaches the President, holds him by the waist, and rushes outside.
After escaping the building, Kim Se-Bong follows the gaze of dazed soldiers and Hunters looking skyward.

"...Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram?"

In the sky, Cha Ah-Ram's figure can be seen, her clothes fluttering in the wind.

"N-No way...?"

[Congratulations, bugs. From now on, I'll deal with you directly. So... I hope you don't die from this first strike.]

High in the sky.
Cha Ah-Ram, barely visible even with vision enhanced by mana, points her palm toward Seoul.

"...Everyone! Leave Seoul immediately!!!"

BOOM.

A soccer ball-sized black energy expands from her palm.
As it descends, it begins disintegrating the tops of tall buildings.
Seeing this, Kim Se-Bong grits his teeth and shouts to the surrounding soldiers and Hunters.

"Mr. President. Hold tight."
"What's happening now?"

The President, being an ordinary person, couldn't see Cha Ah-Ram's actions and asks.

"...I believe Seoul is about to vanish."

A year ago.
A beautiful girl who had awakened the Compression ability went to Australia.
The Australian President, consumed by desire for her, ordered her kidnapped.
That day, half of Australia's land disappeared without a trace from Earth.

"S-Seoul is going to vanish? What does that—"

At that moment, even the ordinary President seems to notice the blue sky distorting and quickly closes his mouth.

That ability won't take long to reach the ground. Without understanding why Cha Ah-Ram wants to obliterate Seoul, Kim Se-Bong starts running in a straight line, simply trying to survive.

* * *

Namyangju City, Gyeonggi Province.
In a temporary tent set up by Cheonmun Guild members, Mars Party members and their families sit with anxious expressions.

"What happened to Hyung Han-Seok?"

Having barely escaped Seoul without even grabbing their phones, they ask a Cheonmun Guild member standing guard.

"We don't know either."

Upon hearing the guild member's response—that they're protecting them on Cha Ah-Ram's orders—Han-Seok's wife staggers and collapses to the ground.

"Sister-in-law!"

Jin-Kyu, who had left first to rescue his family, approaches Han-Seok's wife and helps her up.

"My husband... my husband. Please bring him back."
"We're currently doing our best to find Hunter Han-Seok. So..."

At that moment, the guild member quickly falls silent and bows as he sees a man approaching the tent with a pale expression.

"...Young-Seok!"

Dae-Cheol, who had been looking at Han-Seok's wife with sad eyes, immediately runs to Young-Seok.

"....."

Upon seeing Dae-Cheol, Young-Seok's eyes tremble violently before he hangs his head low.
Seeing this, Dae-Cheol intuitively feels something has gone wrong, but he forces a smile and asks:

"Weren't you on your honeymoon? What brings you here?"
"....."

At that moment, Dae-Cheol notices a coffin hidden behind Kim Young-Seok.
Upon seeing it, Dae-Cheol's body crumbles.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

With his head bowed, tears of blood flow from Kim Young-Seok's eyes as he repeatedly apologizes.

Ch.144 - Sad Reunion (3)
Kim Young-Seok regained consciousness and realized he had arrived in Korea through his surroundings.

"...Come with me."
"I'll stay here."
"Come with me!"

Kim Young-Seok grabbed Cha Ah-Ram's ankle as she was heading to Seoul alone, asking her to come with him.

"You could get caught up in my ability. So..."
"Please."

As he bowed his head, Cha Ah-Ram looked at him with bewildered eyes and bit her lip until it bled.

"...Your other colleagues have already left Seoul and are being protected by guild members in Namyangju, Gyeonggi Province."
"...They'll be waiting. I need to go myself."

She finally embraced Kim Young-Seok, who was muttering to himself as if possessed.

"Alright. Let's go together."
"...Thank you."
"But do you know where to go?"
"It'll be there."

Though she asked where, he confidently replied as if he had a secret place only he knew about.



* * *



Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok arrived in Seoul in an instant.
A city crumbling under monsters. Endless screams of people. A large fire blazing, perhaps from a nearby factory explosion.

Kim Young-Seok, who had been staring blankly at the thick smoke filling the air, began to walk.
She anxiously watched him from behind when suddenly—

【SCREEECH!】

A flock of wyverns flying overhead rapidly descended toward Kim Young-Seok as he walked alone on the street.

"Ahjussi, danger..."

Swoooosh.

The approaching wyverns' bodies burst apart, and a rain of blood stuck to Kim Young-Seok's body.
Soaked in blood, he continued walking forward without even glancing at the wyverns that had exploded in mid-air.

[Welcome to Hanyang University, the best educational university.]

As he walked aimlessly, a university building with a grotesque appearance came into view.

"..."

After passing Hanyang University and going deeper into the city center, he finally arrived at the place he wanted to visit.

【KIEEEK!】
【GRRRR!】

The D-rank dungeon he had first challenged.
The day someone had reached out to him.
The dungeon they had entered together to confirm his ability.

*Young-Seok. We never abandon our comrades.*

Step by step.

As he walked silently toward the area filled with numerous goblins and orcs, memories of Han-Seok faded in his mind.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

The bodies of all living creatures trying to approach him exploded into pools of blood, but he continued forward as if nothing happened.

*From today, you're a comrade of our Mars Party.*

Clench.

He tightly clenched his outstretched palm as he reached the entrance of the D-rank dungeon and entered without hesitation.

*Young-Seok. Even though you have a C-rank ability, you can save many people depending on how you use it.*

The guy who always comforted him when he was pessimistic about his ability.

*You're registered as a Porter with the Hunter Association, but we won't treat you like one. Rather, I'd like you to watch my back.*

The guy who asked him, a C-rank Hunter and non-combat type at that, to watch his back.

【MMMRRRRR!】

A minotaur, which shouldn't be in a D-rank dungeon, appeared and swung its axe toward him.

Boom.

【MMRRR?】

The minotaur was confused when the axe it had swung with full force suddenly stuck in the ground and wouldn't move.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

But soon it abandoned the axe and charged toward him.

"You're noisy."

Boom!

The massive minotaur was slammed into the floor and began to swell.

"My friend is waiting, so don't be so noisy."

Splash!

The minotaur's tough skin finally couldn't withstand the pressure and burst.
After briefly looking at the pool of blood that was once a minotaur, Kim Young-Seok stepped over it and continued deeper into the dungeon.

*Today was really tough. Kid, thanks to you, we were able to clear everything safely without anyone dying.*

He always expressed gratitude to him, who merely carried food and supplies and at most reduced the weight of the equipment they wore.

Drip.

White streaks formed on his face, soaked with monster blood, and fell to the ground drop by drop.

*You know, if I die, I want to die in a dungeon. Don't say I shouldn't talk about wanting to die? Hey, that's why I said 'if.' Ah, okay, okay. I was wrong. But Young-Seok, if—just if—I die in a dungeon... could you deliver my body to my family then? I know it's a really difficult request... but you're the only one I can ask.*

Han-Seok, who said he wanted to die in a dungeon.

"...Why are you here."

Kneeling before Han-Seok, whose body was covered with numerous stab wounds, he pushed aside the hair covering his face with trembling hands.

"...Han, Han-Seok. Say something. WHY!!! Why are you here?"

Had he fought until his dying breath?
He rubbed Han-Seok's face, who was smiling while clutching a large shield to his chest, but his closed eyes would never open again.

"Get up. I'm here now, so get up. Please... PLEASE!!!"

Finally, he slammed his head against the floor and continued sobbing, consumed by grief.
After sobbing for a long time, he slowly raised his head.

"I will never accept this."

Holding Han-Seok with bloodshot eyes, he spewed out his anger.

"Han-Seok. Wake up. Han-Seok. Han-Seok."

His comrade, friend, and brother not by blood but by choice.
He massaged Han-Seok's cold body, telling him to get up, but only emptiness washed over him.

*Young-Seok. Even if I die, you must never look back. Understand?*

Hunters exist alongside death.
It's not strange to die at any time, but that doesn't mean death isn't frightening.
He always boasted about his wife and took care of the Mars Party members like family.
He always took the lead when facing any difficulties.

The most reliable person after his father.
For Kim Young-Seok, Han-Seok was the person he trusted most in the world after his father.

"No matter what price I have to pay, I'll kill every last one of those bastards who did this to you."

When the one who always smiled brightly and said "It's okay. Let's hang in there. We can do it" closed his eyes, he finally gritted his teeth and made a soul-binding oath.

He knew the cause of the current situation wasn't natural.
He stood up, holding Han-Seok in his arms, determined to find and kill those who had caused his family's death, and began retracing his steps.



* * *



"...Ahjussi."
"Where did you say they were?"
"..."

Cha Ah-Ram, who found Kim Young-Seok emerging from the dungeon covered in blood, couldn't continue speaking.

"Where are they?"
"They're near Pyeongnae-dong in Namyangju. Specifically, they're being protected in temporary tents near Hopyeong Station."
"You said you had business in Seoul, right?"
"...Yes."

His eyes were so cold she wondered if this was really Kim Young-Seok.
Faced with this unfamiliar side of him, Cha Ah-Ram barely managed to open her mouth and answer.

"Then I'll go ahead."

He walked past her without hesitation.

"...Ah."

As he walked with a large shield on his back and Han-Seok in his arms, he stopped and turned his head toward her.

"Those bastards who caused this situation... they're mine."

His eyes gleamed with killing intent.
Cha Ah-Ram barely managed to nod, and he turned his head back and continued walking forward.

She watched his retreating figure, biting her lip, and then headed into the center of Seoul where she had intended to go.



* * *



Hopyeong Station subway, located between Pyeongnae-dong and Hopyeong-dong in Namyangju, Gyeonggi Province.

Vroom.

The car engine turned off, and Kim Young-Seok got out from the driver's seat.

"..."

A snow-white coffin in the back seat.
He had found a clean coffin in Seoul and placed Han-Seok inside.

As he opened the back door and reached out his hand, he finally stopped and collapsed to the ground.

*Take me to my family.*

*It's too hard to take you to your family's arms.*

As he stared endlessly at the coffin containing Han-Seok—

"Young Master."

Cheonmun Guild members were already behind Kim Young-Seok, bowing their waists.

"We heard you went to Seoul. I'm glad you weren't hurt."

The woman at the front straightened her back and spoke in a gentle voice.

"Where are my colleagues..."
"They're being protected in temporary tents."
"..."

Kim Young-Seok raised his head to look at the sky.

"This is really messed up."
"..."

The woman who had been speaking to him remained silent, already knowing from Cha Ah-Ram that his dearest friend was in the coffin in the back seat.

"...I don't have the courage, so could you help me?"
"No matter how unreasonable the order, we will follow Young Master's commands."

The woman bowed again, saying she would comply.

"My friend... please help me move my friend."

Hearing his voice as he muttered softly while looking at the sky, the woman immediately turned and gave orders to the guild members who were bowing.

"We will move the Young Master's friend with utmost care."

Lowering his head to watch, he stood up and began walking with heavy steps toward the place where his colleagues and family were.

Ch.145 - Peak Power (1)
The unidentified attackers broadcast footage of South Korea's capital, Seoul, collapsing to the entire world.

In the White House located in Washington D.C., they closely monitor the situation in South Korea.

"If she appears, that situation will be resolved."
"But she has a treaty with the World Hunter Association. Unless she's invited to the negotiating table, she can't act freely on matters occurring on the surface rather than in dungeons."

As one man watching the live footage projected on the white wall speaks, someone else counters his statement.

"If she moves carelessly, she'll be branded a Scavenger by hunters worldwide according to the treaty. So the Cheonmun Guild will have to act without Cha Ah-Ram."
"Mr. Park. If he moves, it will take time, but eventually he'll eliminate them all."

They mention Park Secretary, Cha Ah-Ram's right-hand man.

"Mr. President, why have we been gathered here?"

Someone asks the American President, who sits at the head of the table deep in thought.

"I wanted to ask if artificially created Dungeon Waves and Unification are realistically possible, which is why I arranged this meeting."

At the President's words, a woman operating a computer temporarily switches from the live footage to play a different video.

"Those people's actions are causing over 700 dungeons to respond?"

As the video shows robed figures with hidden faces drawing a massive magic circle in the air using blood from their fingers, the President points and expresses his doubt.

"As I understand it, there were previous experiments attempting dungeon Unification and artificially creating Waves by oversaturating dungeons, but those experiments ended in complete failure."

Everyone in the meeting room watches the footage with interest as the President continues.

"So you're saying someone succeeded where we failed?"
"It might not be the same project we conducted. But looking at this now..."

A massive magic circle forms, monsters emerge from it, and the dungeons that had been managing monster populations in Seoul simultaneously react to the magic circle, emitting red light.

"They might simply be summoning monsters with that magic circle. And perhaps individuals hiding in the dungeons are using some device to rapidly increase monster numbers."

The President's expression has grown serious as he watches.

"If their actions extend to the United States, do we have a way to prevent it?"
"..."

Everyone falls into deep thought at the President's question. After considerable contemplation, a middle-aged man with numerous medals on his left chest raises his head.

"If it's the work of people who have already entered the country, we'll only know after a dungeon breaks. However, compared to South Korea, the United States has five times more hunters. Also, the distance between dungeons is greater than in the small territory of South Korea. Excluding the possibility of Unification and focusing on stopping the Wave? I believe we can certainly prevent it."

The Secretary of Defense confidently tells the President they can handle it.

"You can prevent it. Good. But couldn't South Korea prevent it too? Even excluding Cha Ah-Ram, they have Kim Se-Bong and many unofficial S-rank Hunters in the Cheonmun Guild. Yet they suffered this damage. Doesn't that mean America would suffer similar damage before we could stop it?"

When the President asks about preventing damage rather than just containing the threat, the Secretary of Defense slightly shakes his head.

"There's no way to prevent damage completely. We'd only know after a dungeon breaks... and no one can predict which dungeon will break."

The President sighs at the Secretary's realistic assessment that while they could stop the terror, they couldn't prevent casualties.

"Mr. President, you need to see this."

The woman operating the computer suddenly switches back to the live feed from Seoul.

"...!"

The President's eyes widen and he jumps to his feet at the changed footage.

A figure hovers in the sky above Seoul.
With her distinctive appearance and wearing a robe marked with the Cheonmun symbol, it's Cha Ah-Ram.
She mutters something while looking at Seoul, then extends her palm downward.

"Oh My God!"

As her Compression ability activates, the space above Seoul begins to distort, and the effect gradually spreads downward.

"What is that witch doing right now? Contact the World Hunter Association and the Blue House immediately..."

Shocked that she's using her ability on a city rather than monsters, breaking the treaty, the President orders his secretary to report this immediately.

Kuuuung.

As they watch Seoul—one of the world's five most developed cities—turning to dust under her Compression ability...

"..."

When the Compression ability finally deactivates, the land that was Seoul has transformed into an enormous crater.

"Mr. President! The World Association President is calling directly. Will you take it?"
"Give it to me."

Terrified by Cha Ah-Ram's indiscriminate attack, the President takes the phone with trembling hands.

[President Smith, it's been a long time.]
"Association President. I just witnessed Cha Ah-Ram breaking the treaty by using her ability on a city."
[I know.]

The Association President's voice remains calm, which the President finds strange. Pressing his furrowed brow with his left hand:

"If you know, then we can talk. As the President of the United States, I request that the World Hunter Association immediately detain Cha Ah-Ram of the Cheonmun Guild for breaking the treaty."
[That would be difficult.]
"...What? What do you mean?"

The President's face fills with shock at the Association President's response to his request for punishment.

[The treaty with Hunter Cha Ah-Ram has already been terminated. Therefore, we cannot intervene in this matter. I called specifically to inform you of this fact. It was nice speaking with you after so long. I wish you good health.]

Click.

After the call ends abruptly, the President's gaze naturally shifts to the footage of the crater that was once Seoul.

Gulp.

'The treaty was terminated?'

Does this mean that Hunter with such power is now free?
Why had America always been able to confidently negotiate with Korea? Because Cha Ah-Ram couldn't step forward, they always had the upper hand at the negotiating table.

'What if that ability is directed at America?'

The terrorists have already vanished from the President's mind, replaced only by visions of the Compression ability being aimed at the United States.

"Mr. President? What did the Association say?"
"...It's been terminated."
"What has been terminated?"
"The treaty. The lifeline that kept her from moving freely has been cut."

Like the President, everyone's faces fill with shock as they turn to look at the footage of Seoul devastated by her ability.

"May God spare America from her wrath..."

The United States, which had stopped believing in God since abilities first appeared, now prays with clasped hands.

* * *

"Mammon, you're too slow."
"Couldn't be helped. It wasn't easy finding sacrifices that would respond to the magic circle."

The robed figures converse as they climb Mount Fuji.

"Wait, the Leader is calling."

The man called Mammon stops and answers his Bluetooth earpiece.

"Yes. Yes. Congratulations on your success. Yes. We've currently reached the middle of Mount Fuji. Yes. Yes. Understood. We'll head to America as soon as this job is done. Yes."

A woman who had been listening to the conversation takes out her phone and searches for "South Korea Seoul."

"They did it spectacularly."

She smiles with satisfaction at the websites filled with articles about Seoul's collapse.

"Leviathan. The Leader said to head to America immediately after finishing the Japan job."
"So we're moving to the next phase right away?"
"It seems the Leader wants to make a preemptive strike before Cha Ah-Ram's husband fully manifests his awakened Gravity ability."
"Fine by me."

Leviathan smiles cruelly.

Mount Fuji, Japan.
Two SS-rank dungeons exist at the summit. They're currently safe as they haven't reached saturation, but Japan had been requesting Cha Ah-Ram of the Cheonmun Guild to clear them, not knowing when they might become saturated.

"How many will die?"
"I hope all the humans consuming the Earth die."

The two exchange glances and laugh, then continue climbing Mount Fuji with light steps.

Ch.146 - Peak Power (2)
[...The endless stream of citizens leaving Seoul for safer areas continues.]

In the quiet living room, a large screen on the wall shows footage of people who lived in Seoul walking to safer regions.

"....."

Kim Young-Seok's eyes are vacant as he stares at the screen.

"Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram, who prepared some simple porridge for Kim Young-Seok in the kitchen, carefully sits beside him and takes his hand.

His hand is cold. She bites her lip hard and looks at him with trembling eyes, but he doesn't even turn his head, only staring at the news.

She squeezes his hand naturally, feeling a pain so intense it feels like her heart is being torn apart, but she tries not to show it as she scoops up a spoonful of steaming porridge and holds it to his lips.

"Just one spoonful... just one spoonful, please?"
"....."

She pleads with him, but he doesn't even acknowledge her. For days, he's eaten nothing, just sitting on this sofa watching the news.

"....."

Finally giving up, she puts the spoon back in the bowl.

"Ahjussi, Han-Seok won't come back just because you're like this."
"....."
"He'd probably be disappointed seeing you this way."
"....."

She tries to provoke a reaction by mentioning Han-Seok, but he doesn't respond at all.

"...I found the terrorist's whereabouts."

When these words leave her mouth as she stares intently at him, he immediately turns his head toward her.

"Where are they?"

He squeezes the words from his parched throat, having not eaten or even drunk water for days. She looks at him with sad eyes, caressing his cheek.

"They've left Korea and are now traveling around the world, artificially causing Dungeon Waves."
"...So where are they?"

He keeps repeating the question of where they are.

"Even if I knew, I couldn't tell you in your current state."

At these words—that she can't tell him—his eyes turn vicious.

"...Why?"
"In your current condition, you can't properly use your abilities."

Kim Young-Seok has two abilities in total.
Weight reduction and gravity.
Both are psychic abilities rather than physical ones.
An Awakened's physical condition, emotions, and mental strength affect their abilities.
Psychic abilities don't get stronger with use.
Rather, the more they're used, the greater the emotional toll, placing a huge burden on the Awakened.

"....."

After glaring at Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Young-Seok finally stands up. The moment he rises, he staggers, unable to steady himself. She quickly gets up too, firmly grasping his arm to support him. Glancing briefly at her, Kim Young-Seok silently heads toward the kitchen table.

"...Please."

Seated in the chair, Kim Young-Seok looks at the porridge on the living room table and asks for it. She quickly brings over the tray with the porridge bowl.

His hands trembling, he grips the spoon in the bowl, scoops up a large spoonful, and puts it in his mouth. Seeing him finally eating, Cha Ah-Ram sits across from him and watches him quietly.


* * *


Beads of sweat run down his reddened body, which steams in the cool air.

"Not yet."

After being told by her that he could never catch the terrorists in his current condition, he ate until his stomach was full and immediately began training in the Cheonmun Guild's training hall.
Eat, train, sleep, eat, train, sleep.
He worked hard to push his body to its limits.

Boom!

A massive tank in the training hall.
He lifted it into the air with gravity and repeated the exercise. As he continued training, the closed door of the training hall opened.

"Young Master, it's mealtime."

Park Secretary approaches with a tray wrapped in cloth and sets it down on the floor.

"Have you found their exact location?"

When I ask about the whereabouts of those people—what I most want to know—Park Secretary shakes his head with a bitter smile.

"It seems it will take more time."
"....."

For days, the terrorists have appeared in different locations causing Dungeon Waves just when we think we've found them.

"Please tell me immediately when you find them."
"...Young Master, saying this may be like spitting in my own face, but nevertheless, may I say one thing..."
"No."

I cut him off sharply, not wanting to hear the obvious.

"Those bastards are mine. Please don't interfere."
"...The emotion of revenge only feels thrilling at first. If you get swept up in that emotion..."
"Park Secretary."

Looking at Park Secretary with intense eyes:

"Please, don't say such things to me."
"...Yes."

He bows his head, hiding his expression, but I think he must be looking concerned right now.
But I'm impatient.
This boiling emotion inside me—I'm afraid it might burst if I don't release it somewhere.
That's why, though I feel sorry for her, I'm not even talking to Ah-Ram, afraid I might get irritated or hurt her.

*I'm sorry. But...*

I don't want to compromise until I place those bastards' heads in front of Han-Seok's grave.

"Thank you for bringing the meal."

After dismissing Park Secretary with a bow, I sit down and begin eating the high-protein meal.


* * *


The vanished capital.
At first, the President was shocked and wanted to confront Cha Ah-Ram in a rage, but Kim Se-Bong's intervention stopped him.

"...What are the Cheonmun Guild's movements?"
"They're holding back the monsters that keep coming out of the dungeons that didn't collapse."

The Chief of Staff explains.

"....."

Seoul's location is gone, leaving only a huge crater. But the dungeons that were unaffected by the compression ability continue to spew out monsters.
So the guilds, parties, and teams that still have fighting power are following the President's orders to block monsters trying to move toward evacuation areas.

"Haah....."

If Seoul were still intact. Even if monsters had taken over, they could have restored everything by just killing those monsters and clearing the dungeons.
Fortunately, citizens had evacuated before Cha Ah-Ram's ability activated. If it had happened before evacuation, there would have been a massacre.

"What does the World Hunter Association say?"
"They said reinforcements will arrive in Korea the day after tomorrow."

The Hunters currently in the country can barely hold back the monsters.
To clear dungeons while fighting monsters, they need help from powerful Hunters, but Cheonmun Guild is only providing A-rank Hunters and below.
S-rank Hunters, as well as Cha Ah-Ram and the newly S-ranked Kim Young-Seok, are nowhere to be seen.

"When this is over, Cheonmun must take responsibility, so we absolutely must not ask them for help."

It's not that they're not visible.
Even if not Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok, S-rank Hunters and Baek Seol-Ah, praised as the Saintess, had offered to help, but were refused.
The reason: they didn't want to give them justification.
After destroying Seoul, if they helped with this crisis, it would be awkward when assigning blame.

"What about the Witch's Treaty? How is that progressing?"
"...There's been no response about terminating the treaty. There are even rumors that it was the World Hunter Association, not Cheonmun Guild, that requested the termination."
"The Association? Why?"

The Witch Cha Ah-Ram has immense power but takes no responsibility. The Association would want to place restrictions on her more than anyone.
They're offering to release her first?

"It seems... they view Cheonmun Guild as their equal."

Throb.

At the word "equal," the President gets a headache and places his hand on his forehead.

"How is that possible? How can a mere guild be equal to a worldwide association..."

The President stops mid-sentence, remembering how Seoul disappeared with just a gesture.

"Sigh... Now is not the time to worry about Cheonmun."

Looking at the holograms moving on the command room desk, the President sighs.
Watching countless monsters emerging from the huge crater and moving toward Gyeonggi Province, the President, lost in thought:

"Where are the guild members sent by Cheonmun Guild now?"
"Until a few days ago, they were in Namyangju, but now they're covering four areas: Hwa-Seong, Pyeongtaek, Yongin, and Gwangju."

The projected path of the red dots on the hologram is toward Sejong City, where citizens have evacuated.

"Reinforcements arrive the day after tomorrow."

Muttering, the President smiles grimly.

"Let's assign some initial responsibility, shall we?"

He moves the blue dots labeled "Cheonmun" to Yongin, Anseong, and Cheonan, using the Cheonmun Guild members as monster bait.

"Cheonmun will protest."
"No. I think differently."

With a confident expression, the President says:

"Whatever the reason for destroying Seoul, Cha Ah-Ram must take responsibility for it."
"But didn't you want to avoid weakening our position?"
"For that reason, we can just ask them to hold out until the World Hunter Association sends reinforcements the day after tomorrow."
"But if the Witch decides to intervene directly again..."
"She'll face attacks from everyone in the world."

No matter how powerful she is, able to wipe out an entire city, she can't fight all Hunters.
Exploiting this point, the President orders his secretary to position all Cheonmun Guild members in the path of the advancing monsters.

Alone in the command room, the President:

"To give me such an opportunity."

With sinister eyes, the President mutters quietly:

"May destruction befall the entire world."

Ch.147 - Revenge Is Not For Everyone (1)
In the Cheonmun Guild conference room, Cha Ah-Ram sat at the head seat, emanating such a menacing aura that all the executives attending the meeting had become speechless.

"I think I've been too soft on you all. What do you think?"
"No, not at all!"

The executives answered with cold sweat as she finally broke the silence.

"No? Then how is it possible that you couldn't protect Ahjussi's comrade from those pathetic monsters?"
"....."

Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head and scanned the executives. Those who met her gaze quickly lowered their heads.

"World's strongest guild. Was that title only because of me?"
"....."

Though they wanted to deny it, the executives remained silent, afraid of becoming her next target.

"I won't take action now....."

She committed their faces to memory.

"But when this is over, I won't let it slide easily."
"....."
"Answer me."
"Yes, we understand."

They responded in unison at her prompting.

"Here are the meeting materials."

After finishing her brief scolding, she nodded to the guild members standing behind the executives, who then distributed papers containing the meeting agenda.

"First, the Blue House wants to use us as monster bait. What do you think?"
"This is Team Leader Lee Hui-Yong from Strategic Planning. We absolutely must not accept this request from the Blue House."

One executive who had been reading the document voluntarily spoke up.

"Why not?"
"Waves have erupted from over 700 dungeons. Tens of thousands of monsters are emerging from dungeons every day. While our Cheonmun Guild members are elite fighters worth a hundred men each, unless they have dozens of hands, there will certainly be casualties."

Team Leader Lee Hui-Yong stood up, insisting they should reject the Blue House's request. Then another executive rose.

"I'm O Ji-Yeon, Deputy Manager of Monster Response. I believe we should accept the Blue House's request. Team Leader Lee is certainly correct. The number of guild members we can deploy is limited compared to the monster numbers. No matter how strong a Hunter is, fatigue will accumulate with continuous fighting."

Deputy Manager O Ji-Yeon, being lower in rank, seemed uncomfortable with the executives' stares and paused to drink some water.

"I understand that a single mistake on the battlefield can cost lives. However, the current forces of domestic guilds, raid teams, and parties have been severely depleted. If we refuse, they absolutely won't be able to stop the descending monsters."

Listening to O Ji-Yeon, Cha Ah-Ram rested her chin on her hand.

"Why should we care if they can't stop the monsters?"

Her face was expressionless, but the rage boiling in her eyes was evident to everyone.

At Cha Ah-Ram's question, Deputy Manager O Ji-Yeon, still standing, felt her breath catch and a chill run down her spine.

She trembled.

Though pale, O Ji-Yeon didn't sit down and maintained eye contact with Cha Ah-Ram.

"W-we currently have a very poor public image. I don't care about our past reputation, but regarding this Seoul... incident, I think we need to improve our image."
"Image?"
"Yes. Refugees have lost their homes. They abandoned their shelters to flee, and now Hunters won't protect them. This will become a different kind of problem."
"So because I made the mess, I should clean it up?"
"....."

O Ji-Yeon pressed her lips shut at the blunt statement.

"But why should guild members clean up my mess? If I go myself....."
"That's not possible."

Park Secretary, who had been standing behind Cha Ah-Ram, approached and knelt beside her.

"Agassi's emotional state is currently unstable. If you use your ability again....."
"You mean I might blow everything up again, so shut up?"

As she spoke mockingly, Park Secretary pressed his forehead to the floor.

"It's all my fault. I was responsible for the Mars Party and clearly negligent in their protection. Once this matter is resolved, I will accept punishment. But separately, if Agassi intervenes directly now, the world will view us as equivalent to Scavengers."

Park Secretary risked his life with these words. Staring at him, she leaned forward and pressed her finger firmly on the back of his head as he repeatedly knocked his forehead against the floor.

"What's wrong with becoming a Scavenger?"

With bloodshot eyes radiating killing intent, Cha Ah-Ram kept her finger on Park Secretary while asking the executives:

"What do you think would happen if I became a Scavenger?"
"....."

Everyone avoided her question.

"At first, they'd come after me eagerly. 'We finally have justification to take down that evil witch.' They'd rush to kill me. But you know what?"

She pressed her finger harder on Park Secretary's head.

"What if I kill everyone who comes? How long would that last? A month? A year? Eventually, those bastards would value their lives too much to challenge me, right?"

The executives, who had been avoiding her gaze, were shocked by her crossing the line.

"Ugh... b-but you wouldn't do that."
"Why not? If you can't explain, I'll crush your skull right now."
"...Young Master."

She froze.

The finger digging into his skull stopped.

"Young Master would absolutely oppose it."
"Ahjussi? Have you seen him lately? He absolutely wouldn't."

In fact, he was currently in the underground training hall, becoming even more demonic than she was.

"So do you want to see Young Master go berserk?"
"You bastard—"

She glared at Park Secretary with murderous intent for bringing up Kim Young-Seok.

"Young Master is just temporarily lost. But if you choose to become a Scavenger, Young Master would eventually be forced to make the same choice. Are you confident you could withstand his resentment in the future?"
"....."

She clenched her fist tightly. Though ready to punch Park Secretary at any moment, she finally removed her finger from his head and sat down.

In truth, she disliked what Kim Young-Seok had become. His charm that always brought happy smiles had disappeared, and now, obsessed with revenge, he wouldn't even look at her.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes."
"Stand up."

Park Secretary quickly rose.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Blood from his forehead, which had split from repeatedly hitting the floor, trickled down to his chin and dropped to the floor.

"I could have made this decision on my own. Why do you think I'm discussing it with you all?"

Another question. While everyone hesitated, Park Secretary, standing straight without tending to his wound, answered for them.

"Weren't you asking whether Young Master could return to normal?"
"....."

Unlike the newly married Cha Ah-Ram, Park Secretary was a father with children. With his experienced insight, he easily deduced why she had called them.

"It won't be easy, but there is a way to bring back the old Young Master."
"...Tell me."

Her expression revealed undisguised hope.

"You need to show him how futile his current actions are, and how much pain they cause others."
"You call that advice? Could you stop seeking revenge if your comrade died?"

Her hope vanished as she shouted angrily. But Park Secretary, not flinching, countered:

"I'm not saying he shouldn't seek revenge. We should actually help him. But humans don't easily abandon their true nature. Do criminals who've committed crimes for years truly reform?"
"Are you talking about me?"

Though she looked displeased, Park Secretary smoothly avoided the question.

"No. They absolutely cannot reform. But what about someone who has done good all their life and makes just one mistake? Can they reform?"
"It seems like you're talking about—"

He raised his voice, cutting off her words.

"The answer is: if there's a chance to return, they will definitely take it. I don't fully believe in either inherent goodness or evil, but with Young Master's character, he will definitely return to his old self if given the opportunity. Of course, it may take time. He lost someone who was like family. But I believe he will overcome this pain. Because..."

Park Secretary smiled brightly, picturing Kim Young-Seok saving people.

"Young Master, like his deceased friend, is a 'Hunter' who has lived alongside death."

Ch.148 - Revenge Is Not For Everyone (2)
"Nnngh."

Kim Young-Seok's body twists in agony as he finally manages to fall asleep, letting out a groan.

*Retire? Why would you retire? Didn't you say we'd go into dungeons together for life?*

*Marry a dungeon? My wife? Hmm... Hahaha. Actually, I'm two-timing. The dungeon is my primary wife and my current wife is the mistress... Hey! How could you leave? I'll... damn it, I'll see you later.*

*Young-Seok. You're going to be fine.*

*Young-Seok. Young-Seok. Young-Seok.*

"Ahjussi!"

Kim Young-Seok wakes up as Cha Ah-Ram keeps shaking his shoulder. His clothes are soaked with sweat.

"Huff. Huff. Huff."

He breathes heavily and grabs the water bottle from the bedside table, gulping it down. She watches him with concern and silently takes his trembling hand.

"Are you okay?"
"...No."

The once proud Kim Young-Seok who always claimed to be fine is gone, revealing his vulnerable side.

"It's too hard."

A Hunter must become accustomed to death. Dozens of Hunters lose their lives in dungeons every day. During his ten years of entering dungeons, Kim Young-Seok had experienced the pain of losing many comrades with whom he had shared meals, conversations, and laughter.

One must get used to it. If you can't, you can't survive in this world. But now, unable to overcome Han-Seok's death, Kim Young-Seok sobs like a child with his face buried in Cha Ah-Ram's shoulder.

"...You can overcome this."

To Cha Ah-Ram, a Hunter's death is merely the end of a consumable's lifespan—nothing more. When a Hunter dies, countless others are ready to take their place. But even to someone as cold as her, Han-Seok's death felt somewhat special.

A-rank Hunters. Though their global population is small, to her they were as common as pebbles on the street—disposable. But Han-Seok had been the pillar supporting the man she loved. The person who made Kim Young-Seok who he was. The one who understood Kim Young-Seok better than anyone else in the world—even better than Cha Ah-Ram herself—had died so meaninglessly.

She still remembers what he said when they exchanged greetings at the restaurant after the wedding.

*'Young-Seok is my friend and family. No matter how strong you are, if you ever make our Young-Seok unhappy, I will hold you accountable.'*

When all the powerful people and all the Hunters bowed their heads before her, he alone stood by Kim Young-Seok's side. He said that no matter how strong she was, he would be Kim Young-Seok's ally.

Who knew that would be the last time?

She pats his back for a long time until his trembling body calms down. Once he settles, she decides to reveal something she's been hiding, hoping to break this cycle.

"Ahjussi."
"..."
"If you finish your revenge, will you return to your old self?"
"..."

He remains silent even when asked if he could return to his former self after completing his revenge.

She wants to shout that there's no use holding onto someone who's already dead. The dead are dead, and the living must live on.

But unable to say this, she whispers quietly:

"I found them."
"...What?"
"The culprits who caused the Dungeon Wave."

He lifts his head from her shoulder and meets her gaze.

"Where are they?"
"They're moving to Canberra, Australia's capital."

Australia, the sixth largest country by area in the world. Though its population isn't very large, the number of dungeons created due to its vast land is beyond imagination.

"Will you let me go?"
"I will if you make me one promise."

She holds out her pinky finger, asking him to make just one promise.

"What is it?"
"Don't be blinded by revenge. Always be aware of your surroundings. Come back to me healthy and unharmed. That's my request."
"..."

Looking at her pinky finger, he smiles playfully.

"You said just one, but that's more than one."

*Squeeze.*

He hooks his pinky finger with hers and makes the promise.

"I'll do that."
"Really?"
"Yes, really."

Seeing him smile for the first time since returning to Korea, she feels slightly relieved and decides to let him go.

"A plane is waiting for you at the airport right now."
"Thank you."

As he gets out of bed and starts dressing, she approaches and silently helps him.

"You must wear this until you return to me. Don't take it off under any circumstances."
"I understand. I won't take it off."

She personally helps him put on the Artifact he received from the government after clearing an SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon, making him promise repeatedly.

"I can't go with you, can I?"
"...I'm sorry. This is something I need to do myself."
"I understand."

Once he's fully equipped, she kisses him on the cheek.

"Come back soon."
"I'll go and come back quickly."
"Don't think about meeting other women while you're there."
"I won't."
"Call me when you arrive at the airport."

His lips stop her endless nagging. A thin white line connects their lips until he pulls back.

"I'll be back."

His face, which had shown a faint smile, hardens the moment he turns away from her and leaves the room.

"I hope nothing happens..."

Left alone in the room, she prays for his safe return.

* * *

Canberra, the capital of Australia.
After a 12-hour flight from Incheon Airport, the plane lands on the runway at Canberra Airport.

[The Cheonmun Guild members of the Canberra branch welcome Young Master's arrival.]

Passing through the gate, I spot Koreans holding an elaborate banner.

"Young Master, thank you for coming all this way. I'm Lee Hui-Cheol, the head of the Canberra branch."

One of the guild members not holding the banner immediately runs forward and greets me.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Kim Young-Seok."
"It's an honor to shake hands with you, Young Master."

When I extend my hand to him, he accepts it with exaggerated enthusiasm, but his eyes remain steady and calm.

"Where are they?"

I get straight to the point, skipping unnecessary conversation.

"Currently, they're not in Canberra but wandering around ghost towns in the surrounding area."
"Can I meet those bastards right now?"

I ask the crucial question. He nods slightly and replies:

"You could see them now, but they'd just be the tail. We haven't identified the head yet."

I had heard directly from Secretary Park. The enemies who artificially caused the Wave that killed Han-Seok are organized in a cell structure, with a scale larger than the Cheonmun Guild. And there's no guarantee that the ones who caused the incident in Seoul are in Australia. Nevertheless, I flew to Australia.

"Then how can I meet the head?"

When I express my desire to meet the leader, the branch head grins and answers:

"Canberra holds a hot air balloon festival every March. The festival starts in a week. If you ride a hot air balloon during the festival, you'll be able to see all the dungeons in Canberra at once."

I immediately understand what the branch head is saying.

"So I should look for someone among the people riding the hot air balloons at the festival?"
"Yes, so if you want to catch the head rather than the tail, could you wait a little longer?"
"..."

Catch the tail, or catch the head giving the orders directly? Standing at this crossroads, I answer him without hesitation:

"I can wait until the festival."

I've already waited a month. What's another week?

* * *

"Are you crazy?"
"'You'? Watch how you speak to me. I'm your Guild Master."

In the Guild Master's office, Baek Seol-Ah, who had returned to the Cheonmun Guild after supporting efforts to stop monsters pouring out of Seoul, immediately visited the Guild Master's office.

"Why did you send Oppa alone?"
"Why are you asking?"
"Because I'm worried!"

Baek Seol-Ah shouts, but Cha Ah-Ram doesn't even raise an eyebrow.

"You still haven't given up?"
"..."
"How persistent. But what can you do? I've already married Ahjussi. He's mine now."

She taunts Baek Seol-Ah by showing off the wedding ring on her left ring finger.

"Anyway! Going alone is danger—"
"Who's in danger? Ahjussi?"

Cha Ah-Ram cuts off Baek Seol-Ah's words.

"Don't you know Ahjussi too well?"
"What do you mean? Are you relying on his gravity ability? But you know well that abilities that develop later in life need about a year of training to reach their full potential. Ahjussi hasn't even been training for two months—"

Cha Ah-Ram opens her palm to stop Baek Seol-Ah's rapid-fire speech.

"Acquired ability. Yes, I acknowledge that part. But..."

Cha Ah-Ram still remembers what happened in Seoul. Kim Young-Seok's ability to simultaneously destroy dozens of wyverns in mid-air. Wyverns, monsters from A-rank dungeons that are as tough as drakes, popped like goblins.

"That seems to be old news now."
"What do you mean? Old news?"
"That's..."
"What is it? Tell me quickly."

After hesitating, Cha Ah-Ram puts her finger to her lips.

"It's a secret."

Ch.149 - Happiness Bloomed From Vengeance (1)
In Canberra, a hot air balloon festival is held in March.

Although after the Great Cataclysm, the festival's meaning had changed to "let's not lower our guard while looking at the city destroyed by monsters," the tradition continued.

Regular citizens and Hunters.
They're all standing in line to ride the hot air balloons.

"Young Master, preparations are complete."
"How many are there?"

A Cheonmun Guild member approaches me and reports that preparations are finished.

"There are 15 here. Including the terrorists hiding in Canberra's outskirts, there are 28 in total."

Ten hot air balloons.
He secretly points out the terrorists' positions as he speaks.

"I'll handle this area. The rest of you capture everyone in the outskirts."
"Yes, understood."

After the guild member disappears into the crowd following my orders, I look at the hot air balloon he pointed out.

【Welcome to the Hot Air Balloon Festival, everyone!】

As the festival begins and fire ignites the balloon mechanisms, the fabric expands rapidly.
The enormously expanded fabric slowly begins to rise, and people waiting in line board the balloons.
I also board a balloon like the other guild members.

"We're taking off."

The Australian government employee in charge of the festival briefly explains the safety rules to us.

The ropes connecting the balloon to the ground are released, and we begin to float.
Things on the ground gradually appear smaller.
While pretending to look amazed, I wait for the terrorists to reveal themselves.
A man with bright blonde hair spreads his arms and—

"Foolish cattle! The end of the world is coming... urgh!"

The moment he mentions doomsday, I grab his throat.

"...What comes after doomsday?"
"...W-who are you?"

The terrorist, his throat in my grip, asks who I am with a pained expression.

"Me? The enemy who's been hunting you down."

My face reflects in his black pupils.
It resembled the expression of the Scavenger I met in Daejeon.



* * *



The hot air balloon festival was declared suspended.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

With cooperation from the Australian government, we borrowed an abandoned building and detained all the captured terrorists.

"They won't talk."

The guild member torturing the terrorists puts down a small blood-covered hammer on the table.

"Is there a ringleader?"

Kim Young-Seok asks with a grim expression. The guild member shakes his head.

"It seems the ringleader didn't come to Australia."

Kim Young-Seok turns his gaze to the terrorists, battered from torture, picks up a saw from the table, and approaches them.

"Who are you people?"
"...Kack! Ptui!"

In response to Kim Young-Seok's question, the restrained terrorist spits bloody phlegm in his face.

*Swish*

"Who are you and why are you doing this? If you talk, I promise to end you without pain."

After calmly wiping the phlegm from his face, he asks again.

"Kuh, kuhkuhkuh. Hahahahaha!"

The man with teeth missing here and there bursts into maniacal laughter.

"What? End me without pain? That's bullshit."

The terrorist stares directly into Kim Young-Seok's eyes and tries to spit again, but—

"Urgh!"

Kim Young-Seok grabs his jaw and crushes it to prevent him from spitting.

"Young Master, you shouldn't kill him yet..."

The guild member watching nervously tries to stop him immediately but can't continue speaking after seeing his eyes.

"You said they're just pawns?"
"..."
"Then torturing them won't get us any useful information."

He's right.
A cell organization, especially the lower ranks, likely knows nothing.
But the guild member had received direct orders from Cha Ah-Ram.

'If the Ahjussi starts to lose control, stop him no matter what. That's your mission.'

So he tried to be brave, but was it futile?
Cha Ah-Ram, whom he had seen from afar when he first joined Cheonmun. Like attracts like, as they say. He sees Cha Ah-Ram reflected in this man.

"I completely understand your anger. In fact, I once lived consumed by revenge myself."

Unable to give up, the guild member kneels and grabs his pant leg.

"Revenge. People say it feels empty when it's over, but that wasn't true for me. Killing my enemy was more thrilling than anything."

Kim Young-Seok stops and listens attentively to the guild member sharing his experience.

"But you must be clear about the target of your revenge."

What he's showing now is indiscriminate venting of anger. The guild member, feeling sorry for him trying to kill everyone in sight, appeals sincerely to calm him down.

"Do you want to become a murderer in the name of revenge? Or do you want justified vengeance?"
"I..."

As Kim Young-Seok looks at the guild member, his eyes regain focus, and he stares at the saw in his hand.

"Aaaaaaah!!!"

Kim Young-Seok suddenly screams. The guild member, still holding his pant leg, waits patiently for him to calm down without being startled.

*Clang*

The saw falls limply to the floor.

"My friend died! Why couldn't I do anything! Why!"

He collapses to the floor, wailing.

"Puhahaha. You're hunting us because your friend died?"

Another terrorist sitting next to the one with the broken jaw mocks Kim Young-Seok as he laments on the floor.

"What a waste of time. Humans are just garbage consuming this planet. We did you a favor by killing that non-recyclable trash..."

As Kim Young-Seok's head snaps toward the terrorist's words, the kneeling guild member suddenly appears beside the terrorist and slices his throat.

"Garbage, huh..."

The guild member kicks aside the terrorist's severed head.
Kim Young-Seok watches blankly.

"Young Master, you don't need to kill trash like them."

The guild member approaches and offers his hand to the collapsed man.

"You said you want revenge, right? Then I'll help you. No matter what happens, I'll bring you the ones you want. So don't waste your emotions on these vermin. They're probably hoping to drain you emotionally."



* * *



Cha Ah-Ram receives real-time reports about Kim Young-Seok's condition.

"Phew."

She sighs with relief at the latest update.

'Time heals all wounds...'

She firmly believes the Kim Young-Seok she knows will definitely return to his former self.

"Ugh...?"

After receiving constant updates since the hot air balloon festival began, she hadn't eaten anything. When she finally puts a piece of cold sandwich in her mouth, a fishy taste rises up, making her spit it back onto the plate and retch.

"Secretary Park. Are you just leaving now?"
"What do you mean?"

When she throws the half-bitten sandwich at Secretary Park standing by the door while shouting, he looks at her with a puzzled expression.

"You think you'll be safe after giving me spoiled food like this?"
"...Spoiled? That's impossible."
"Then you try eating it!"

Secretary Park bends down to pick up the sandwich that hit him and fell to the floor, dusts it off, and puts an unsoiled piece in his mouth.

After chewing for about ten seconds to check if the sandwich is spoiled, Secretary Park tilts his head.

"It's not spoiled."
"Not spoiled? Are you saying my taste buds are broken?"

This sandwich is definitely not spoiled.
Secretary Park quickly tries to figure out why Cha Ah-Ram is acting this way.

'Does she just want to berate me?'

He thinks she might want to torment him in advance, knowing he'll face disciplinary action after this incident, when suddenly—a married man's intuition strikes him.

'Could it be...?'

Secretary Park looks at Cha Ah-Ram with suspicious eyes.

"What's with that expression? Do you want to die?"

She gets angry seeing Secretary Park's expression, a mix of crying and laughing.

"Agassi, I'll bring a doctor right away. It would be best if you calm down for now."
"A doctor? Why call a doctor?"

But Secretary Park leaves the Guild Master's office quickly without explanation.

He moved so fast that she could barely follow him with her eyes.

"What's he trying to do?"

Though confused, she waits since she knows Secretary Park wouldn't run away.

Shortly after.

Secretary Park returns with a doctor in a white coat, dragging various medical equipment into the Guild Master's office.

"What are you doing?"
"Agassi, I need to examine you briefly."
"Do you want to die?!"

Despite her threats, Secretary Park ignores her intimidation and proceeds.

In an instant, machines are connected to Cha Ah-Ram's body.
The doctor carefully examines the readings and briefly explains what's happening.

"Agassi, congratulations."
"...For what?"

At that moment, as if she sensed it too, Cha Ah-Ram stops her aggressive behavior and asks in a trembling voice. Both Secretary Park and the doctor's faces light up with bright smiles.

"You're pregnant."
"..."
"About five weeks along, it seems."
"..."

Her eyes tremble as if an earthquake has struck.

"Now you're going to be a mother, Agassi. Congratulations from the bottom of my heart."

Secretary Park sincerely congratulates her.
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For a month, I poured my blood and sweat into revenge and flew all the way to Australia to reap the rewards.

*What is this?*

The ones we caught weren't the terrorists who attacked Korea, just underlings. Feeling empty in a different way, I stared blankly at the ceiling.

"Young Master, the Cheonmun Guild is asking to speak with you."

The guild member who had told me not to dirty my hands and then killed all the terrorists we'd captured approached me with a phone.

"...Later. I'll take the call later."

I was in no state of mind to talk, but the guild member insisted.

"That won't do. You must take this call now, Young Master."

The guild member forcefully placed the phone in my hand.

*Is it her?*

Most calls from the Cheonmun Guild are from Cha Ah-Ram, occasionally from Park Secretary.

"Hello."

Assuming it was her, I put the phone to my ear.

"Ahjussi, what are you doing right now?"

She must have received reports from the guild members, yet she still asks what I'm doing. Should I call this a small happiness? Even such a mundane question makes my lips twitch.

"Just lying here staring at the ceiling."

"The ceiling? Since you're already abroad, you should look at nice scenery instead of ceilings."

Hearing her concerned voice, I finally release the tension I've been holding.

"The ceiling is just as nice as the outside view. It has many teddy bears drawn on it. One, two, three..."

I count the bears on the worn wallpaper.

"But why are you calling? We just talked earlier."

Remembering our call before the festival began, I ask Cha Ah-Ram.

"Do I need a reason to call you, Ahjussi?"

"..."

I made a mistake. No matter how on edge I am, Cha Ah-Ram is my wife and the woman I love.

"Sorry, I misspoke. I'm sorry."

I immediately recognize my error and apologize.

"Fine. I had some news to share, but maybe I won't now."

New news? Could they have caught the mastermind rather than just the tail? I sit up abruptly, bowing my head as if she were standing in front of me.

"Are you very angry? I'm really sorry. Can you forgive me just this once? Please?"

I try hard to appease her.

"How sorry are you?"

How sorry am I...? I wonder why I need to quantify my apology, but since I'm in the weaker position, I need to do as she asks.

"Very, very sorry!"

"You still didn't say 'as much as the sky and earth.'"

I inwardly flinch at her words. I had considered using that phrase but went with "very sorry" instead. Good choice.

"Fine. Since you didn't recycle that overused expression, I'll share the news with you."

My heart pounds. At this time, any "news" must be about the mastermind. My heart races with anticipation.

"Have you cleaned your ears well to hear this news?"

"...Huh? What do you mean? Just tell me quickly."

I whine, impatient with her stalling.

"Ahjussi, you've become a father."

"Where...? Wait, what did you just say?"

Did I just hear something strange? I've been having nightmares lately, so maybe I'm hearing things now.

"I said you've become a father."

"..."

Who became a father? Maybe Dae-Cheol? Or Jin-Kyu? But they're all perpetually single. They're interested in women but have impossibly high standards.

"Which one of the guys became a father...?"

"You became a father, Ahjussi. And I became a mother."

"..."

My mind, which had been avoiding the obvious, freezes completely.

I became a father? Ah-Ram became a mother?

"...Ahjussi, do you not like it?"

"...Ah-Ram."

Tears stream down my face as I feel warmth spreading through my heart, which had been devastated by Han-Seok's death.

"If you're not happy about it..."

"I'm coming right now. Don't move... No, Ah-Ram, tell Park Secretary to take you to the hospital immediately. I'll catch the next flight."

I'm rambling, but my legs are already running toward the airport while still on the phone.

* * *

With his heart still pounding, Kim Young-Seok rushed out of the gate as soon as he arrived in Korea.

"Hey! Stop right there!"

An airport employee tried to stop Kim Young-Seok, but was blocked by a guild member wearing the Cheonmun Guild badge.

"May we go now?"

"...I apologize."

Cha Ah-Ram was the major shareholder of Incheon Airport. Naturally, the employee bowed his head as soon as he saw the passport the guild member showed.

Meanwhile, Kim Young-Seok looked around for the car that was supposed to pick him up.

"Young Master, over here."

"...Park Secretary?"

Seeing Park Secretary leaning out of the driver's window, he rushed to the car.

"Why are you here?"

"Pardon? I came to pick you up..."

"Who's protecting Ah-Ram?!"

"..."

Park Secretary stared at Kim Young-Seok.

"The young lady doesn't need protection."

"You never know! And she's not alone now. She's carrying a child. What if something happens when she uses her abilities? Why did you leave her alone?"

Park Secretary gave a helpless smile at his insistence.

"So the pregnancy attack was the right answer after all?"

"What nonsense are you talking about?"

"Nothing at all."

Park Secretary waved his hand, dismissing his own muttering.

"And Young Master, the young lady isn't alone. She's with security guards and..."

"And?"

Park Secretary hesitated, and Kim Young-Seok tilted his head questioningly.

"...She's with Baek Seol-Ah, so she should be fine. Probably."

He decided not to mention that before coming here, Baek Seol-Ah had been pulling Cha Ah-Ram's hair.

"If Seol-Ah is watching Ah-Ram, then I feel better."

He sat in the passenger seat with a sigh of relief.

"But you just said she'd be in danger without you."

"Are you comparing yourself to Seol-Ah? You're a man, but to properly take care of Ah-Ram, wouldn't another woman like Seol-Ah be better?"

"..."

Park Secretary looked at him incredulously, but Kim Young-Seok, thick-skinned, tapped the seat impatiently.

"Why aren't we leaving? This is urgent."

"...Yes, yes. We're going. As if I wasn't leaving because of someone..."

Feeling Kim Young-Seok's sharp gaze, Park Secretary shut his mouth and grumbled inwardly.

*They say couples grow alike...*

Looking at the corrupted Kim Young-Seok, Park Secretary longed for the formerly courteous man.

* * *

At the hospital owned by the Cheonmun Guild, I couldn't even wait for Park Secretary to park the car. I sprinted up the stairs at full speed toward the VVIP room on the top floor.

[VVIP]

As I took a deep breath and opened the door with the gold nameplate, I heard:

"You bitch! I've eaten at least 100 more meals than you! You know that?"

"Oh, good for you eating more than me. But what can you do? Despite all that eating, Ahjussi married me, not you."

"You fucking—! Divorce him right now! Give Oppa to me!"

"Stop talking nonsense and just be the nanny when the baby is born."

Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah's voices drifted through the slightly open door.

*They must be joking around.*

Remembering how quickly the two had become close after clearing the SS-rank dungeon together, I opened the door wide.

"Ahjussi!"

"Oppa!"

"Who's your Oppa?!"

I approached Cha Ah-Ram as she yelled at Baek Seol-Ah.

"..."

I had so much I wanted to say. Thank you. I love you. I missed you. I wanted to say many things, but looking into Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, the words wouldn't come out.

"...A-Ahjussi? Why are you suddenly crying?"

"He's crying because your face is a mess. That's why—Ow! Did you really hit me? Want to try that again?"

"Park Secretary, take her out."

"Yes."

After Cha Ah-Ram hit the sarcastic Baek Seol-Ah, she ordered Park Secretary to take her out. Baek Seol-Ah, not completely tactless, obediently left the room with Park Secretary.

Click.

As the door closed, only the two of us—no, the three of us—remained in the room.

"Why are you crying?"

As I stared blankly at Cha Ah-Ram, her eyes also welled up as she wiped my cheeks with a handkerchief.

"I, I..."

What was I going to say? Ah! This is what I wanted to tell her.

I hugged her tightly.

Thud.

She dropped the handkerchief she was holding.

"A-Ahjussi, if you hug too tight, our baby..."

"Oh, right! I understand."

I loosened my grip and held her as carefully as if handling fragile glass, whispering in her ear.

"I'm sorry. And I love you."

I had so many sentences prepared, but all I said was "I'm sorry" and "I love you." Even I find it frustrating, but truly no other words come to mind.

"I'm always sorry too, and I love you."

As if understanding my lack of eloquence, she patted my back and said the exact same things to me.
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Crossing gazes.
Her abdomen was too slender for someone carrying a child. I slowly placed my palm on her belly.

"I'm only five weeks along. It's too early to feel any movement, you know?"

She answered curtly to my reaction.

"...So I'm going to be a father?"
"Ahjussi."

She pinched my forearm.

"I'm about to get upset."
"Why? What for? Is there something you want to eat? I'll go to the ends of the earth to get it for you."
"You didn't fly straight from Australia just because you wanted to see me, did you?"
"...Huh?"

The atmosphere turned awkward.
Strangely, I could predict what she was about to say next, so I quickly grabbed her hand.

"No, that's not true. I flew back quickly because I missed you, Ah-Ram."
"Liar."

She shook off my hand and turned her head away sharply.

"Didn't you tell me earlier to contact you later? Someone like that? Missing me? As if."

So she heard what I said earlier.
I should have been more careful with my words.
Regret washed over me, but like spilled water, it couldn't be gathered back.

*If I had "Gravity," maybe it would be possible...?*

A silly joke crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it and tried to think of a way out of this situation.

"...Ah-Ram. You know I wasn't in my right mind, right?"

When I desperately claimed temporary insanity, her eyes sharpened.

"Do you know that women experience severe mood swings in early pregnancy?"

Was that a thing?
I knew nothing about pregnancy.
Just common knowledge that most people have.
Morning sickness, avoiding medication except for iron supplements which must be taken, and that too much iron can cause constipation.
Just these basic facts. I'd never heard about severe mood swings.

"Did you know? Or not?"
"Of course... I didn't."

I wanted to say I knew to appease her anger, but I couldn't lie. When I honestly admitted my ignorance, strangely, her sharp gaze softened.

"I was going to scold you if you knew..."
"If I knew? Isn't that the opposite of what makes sense?"
"What do you mean? If you knew about pregnancy, that would be evidence you were thinking about another woman!"
"..."

She really was experiencing mood swings.
Her possessiveness seemed to have intensified beyond what I knew.

"Ah-Ram. I was really struggling. You know courts used to reduce sentences for temporary insanity, right?"
"I'm not an old geezer, so I wouldn't know. But I do know this."

Cha Ah-Ram, who just called me an old geezer, slowly turned her face back toward me.

"I know that most criminals who claimed temporary insanity actually received harsher punishments."
"...Harsher punishments?"

This was news to me.
This country was strange when it came to laws.
Minor crimes got severe punishments while serious crimes that deserved harsh penalties got off lightly.
Of course, there's no hierarchy in crime.
Even minor offenses are still offenses, making the perpetrators criminals, but those who deserved punishment often got off easily with just a medical certificate.

"You should get a harsher punishment too."
"Hey, I really..."

As I was speaking, I suddenly realized something.
Am I smiling right now?
Am I happy?

I raised my hand to touch my mouth.

My twitching lips.

"I know you're handsome, but why are you touching what's mine?"

Looking at my behavior with an incredulous expression, she reached out, pushed my hand away, and touched my lips herself.

"This is mine. So even you can't touch it."

I wasn't sure what tune to dance to, but one thing was clear.
I had become a father.
And having a family made me see things I hadn't noticed before and made my shoulders feel heavier.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"

When I called her name in a low voice, creating a mood, she closed her eyes and puckered her lips as if anticipating what I was about to do.

Smooch.

"...Ahjussi?"

Her exposed white belly.
When I kissed her belly, she opened her eyes slightly to watch what I was doing.

"Thank you, really. You kept your promise to create a family with me."

Overwhelmed with happiness, I kept kissing her belly. Cha Ah-Ram, who was about to say something, moved her lips silently before finally sighing.

"Don't do that too much."
"What do you mean?"
"If you keep only adoring the baby..."

Grab.

Smooch.

She took my head in both hands, pulled it up to her face, and kissed me.

"Haah..."

Her face flushed red.
Even that looked incredibly beautiful to me.

"I might get jealous of the baby. So don't give the baby too much attention."

She gave me a warning that wasn't really a warning.



* * *



When I opened my eyes, I couldn't believe how quickly time had passed.
My memories from losing Han-Seok until returning to Korea yesterday were hazy.

"Haah."

I slept in bed with Ah-Ram, who was discharged from the hospital yesterday, and didn't have any nightmares.
I've experienced this countless times.

*Let's go see him.*

I didn't see Han-Seok's funeral procession.
No, that's not right. It's not that I couldn't see it—I chose not to. That's the correct expression.

*Didn't you say he was like family? Wasn't he your friend?*

One might think this way.
But because I considered Han-Seok family, I couldn't watch. I didn't know what would happen to me if I saw the funeral procession.

"..."

Cha Ah-Ram approached me as I put on my black suit, buttoned my shirt, and tied my tie for me.

"Are you okay?"

My memory is hazy, but I think she kept asking me this when I was staggering around like a broken person.
What did I tell her then?
I probably said something like this:

"No, I'm not okay."
"...That's good."

Meeting my eyes, she smiled, and I smiled back.

It's true that I'm not okay.
But this past month, though brief yet long, seems to have been enough medicine for me.

Hunters are always forced to get used to death.
And when I taught newly Awakened Hunters, I insisted: don't mourn the death of comrades. We don't have the luxury of time to grieve. Death is always with us.

That's what I forced upon them.

"Will he be angry?"
"Probably very angry. He might curse you out when you get there."

I taught others that even grieving was a luxury, but I couldn't control myself properly.
Han-Seok always said that a Hunter should keep a cool head and a warm heart. That's how we should live and die...

She checked my suit once more, meticulously.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Am I a bad person?"
"What would you do if you were?"
"..."

I was the one who asked, but I was at a loss for words.

"And the Kim Young-Seok I know isn't a bad person. If anything, you feel too~ too much responsibility, which is troublesome."
"I see..."
"So."

Standing on her tiptoes to kiss me, she smiled brightly.

"Share some of that responsibility with me."
"Okay. I'll do that."

When I readily agreed to share the responsibility, she seemed deflated and stared at me blankly.

"Oof!"

I picked her up and headed straight for the bedroom.

"The missus needs to lie down quietly. That's how you take responsibility. Understand?"
"I really hate you! You keep looking at the baby in my belly, not at me."

Sulking, she buried her face in the pillow.

"I promise. Even after the baby is born, you'll always be my first priority."

I meant it sincerely.
No matter how much I love the child, I love Cha Ah-Ram, who gave me the gift of family, more than anyone else in this world.

"Really?"
"Really."
"Then promise me."

Just like before, she held out her pinky finger, and I linked my pinky with hers.

"I'll be back soon."
"Don't look at other women and come back safely."
"...Okay."

There wouldn't be any women at the columbarium except for my sister-in-law, but I nodded in agreement anyway.



* * *



I borrowed a car from Secretary Park and drove myself to the columbarium.

[Breaking news. The Dungeon Wave that erupted at Mount Fuji is still continuing without stopping.]

Real-time news played through the car's audio system.

"Japan, huh..."

I heard that two SS-class dungeons at Mount Fuji not only triggered waves simultaneously but also underwent Unification.

"...Doomsday."

The name of the organization artificially causing dungeons to erupt is Doomsday.
Their scale, headquarters location, executive and leader information—we haven't discovered any of it, but I learned one thing for certain in Australia.

The doctrine of the Doomsday organization is that humans as a species must go extinct.

The first Awakened Hunters described them like this:
Idiots who never experienced war.
They called them idiots who lived in peace and cried for doomsday after experiencing the slightest injustice.

But I can't accept that explanation.
I haven't experienced war.
But not experiencing war doesn't mean you can't understand. Rather, I think the current era is when the lower classes suffer the most.

A slight injustice?
Don't make me laugh.
Lower-ranked Hunters routinely become playthings for higher-ranked ones, and people die for simply being annoying—that's the world we live in now.

In this world, which is no less harsh than war, how much persecution must those who cry for doomsday have endured?

*It's sad that they experienced injustice. But...*

What they're doing now is unforgivable.

"Just wait a little longer."

As I thought about Doomsday, I muttered to myself, thinking of them.

Ch.152 - Happiness Bloomed From Vengeance (4)
Hunter's Columbarium.

I stand in front of a transparent drawer containing an urn.

"....."

I see Han-Seok's portrait showing his bright smile, and next to it, his wife's photo. There's also a group picture of all of us.

What should I say?

It's been a while?
Did I come too late?
Is it peaceful there?

Countless words circle in my mouth, but none come out easily.

I just silently stare at his photo. As I stand there doing nothing, I sense someone entering the columbarium.

".....You came?"

An intelligent appearance. Short brown hair. Han-Seok's wife, who always prepared delicious meals whenever I visited their home, stands beside me looking haggard.

".....It's been a while since then."

I force myself to speak and greet her.

"Yes, have you been well, Young-Seok?"
"....."

When she asks if I've been well, I say nothing and turn my head back toward the urn.

"The day we sent Han-Seok off. I sincerely apologize for not being able to visit you then."

After staring at Han-Seok's photo for a long time, I finally break the silence.

"I understand. You must have been suffering more than anyone."
"No. You're the one who's had it hard. I just....."

I cut myself off and look at the floor, knowing that saying I wasn't suffering would be lying to myself.

"I regret not being able to help you when you were going through difficult times."
"No, the Mars Party members helped me a lot. So please don't worry about it."

What would Han-Seok think if he saw me now?

I want to hear his voice so badly.
After being lost in thought for a while, I finally turn away without saying anything to Han-Seok.

"Are you leaving?"
"Yes, I still have unfinished business."

As I start walking away, her voice pierces my ears.

"Don't push yourself too hard. If you get seriously injured doing what you're doing now, my husband would be very angry."
".....I'll keep that in mind."

Swoosh.

".....It's raining."

It wasn't raining when I came here.
It feels like even the sky is crying, making my eyes burn.
As I take heavy steps and pass through the columbarium entrance, the sound of the woman crying alone pierces my ears.

Swoosh.

Her crying sounds faint in the rain.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

I clench my fist until it bleeds, feeling helpless that I can't do anything.

"Just wait..... a little longer."

Next time I come, I'll bring the necks of the bastards who did this to you.



* * *



When news of Cha Ah-Ram's pregnancy broke, an emergency meeting was called for the Cheonmun Guild executives.
The person who called this emergency meeting was someone no one expected.

"It's been a while, everyone. Have you all been well?"
"....."

Cha Jin-Hwan, Cha Ah-Ram's father, sits at the head of the table with a solemn expression.

"You won't even answer me now that I'm no longer the Guild Master?"
"No, sir."

The executives, intimidated by Cha Jin-Hwan, answer loudly.

"I see some familiar faces... and some are missing?"
"Your daughter took care of them, sir."

His secretary whispers in Cha Jin-Hwan's ear from behind.

"Is that so? Then they deserved to die."

Cha Jin-Hwan nods upon hearing that Cha Ah-Ram killed them, and scans the executives.
The executives, knowing that Cha Ah-Ram's personality takes after Cha Jin-Hwan, remain tense.

"Do you know why I've called you here?"
"....."

The executives think that Cha Jin-Hwan, who had remained quiet even after stepping down as Guild Master, wouldn't call an emergency meeting simply because of Cha Ah-Ram's pregnancy.

"If no one answers, I'll smash your mouths so you can't answer at all."
"We, we believe you called us to return to the Guild Master position, sir."

The oldest executive barely manages to answer after the menacing threat.

"Hmm...? Me returning as Guild Master? Why would you think that?"

He asks with an interested look at the executive's answer.

"Currently, Agassi hasn't officially taken the Guild Master position. The names still registered as Guild Masters are Guild Master Cha Jin-Hwan and Guild Master Lee Ji-Sook. Agassi is still young and inexperienced. Also, with her recent pregnancy, she won't be able to handle Guild Master duties, so we thought that's why you called us here."

After finishing his long explanation, the executive wipes the cold sweat from his forehead with a relieved expression.

"Young. Inexperienced?"
"Yes, that's right. Agassi still can't properly handle Guild Master duties."

As Cha Jin-Hwan mutters, other executives stand up and start criticizing Cha Ah-Ram's work performance.

"Hmm....."

As Cha Jin-Hwan contemplates, the executives—specifically those who had been in Cha Jin-Hwan's faction—see this as a golden opportunity to regain their diminished standing and start talking wildly.

"Not only with work, but she doesn't properly treat the executives who have supported Cheonmun."
"We've devoted all our strength since the guild's establishment to maintain the world's strongest title. But Agassi has ignored all our contributions....."

Cha Jin-Hwan slightly bows his head in thought.
However, the tremendous killing intent emanating from his body forcibly silences the executives who were enthusiastically criticizing.

"Who do you think you are to badmouth my daughter to my face?"

Rumble.

The massive oak table begins to shake from his killing intent.

"She's young? Lacks work ability? Can't handle Guild Master duties because she's pregnant?"

Cha Jin-Hwan repeats their words exactly, and when he raises his head, a hot fire burns in his eyes.

"That's not why I called you here."

The executives barely resist his killing intent as they struggle to breathe.

"The reason I called only those of you who were in my faction, not all executives, is about your disposal."

The executives' faces turn pale at the word "disposal."

"Unofficially, after stepping down as Guild Master, I've heard several things. Among them was a rumor that executives from my faction were disrespecting my daughter."
"No, no, that's not true!"

The youngest and most capable executive among them shouts that it's not true.

"What do you mean it's not true?"

Cha Jin-Hwan smiles lazily.
But the executives in the meeting room know there's a blade hidden behind that smile.

"Aren't you trying to put me back in the Guild Master position so you can regain your power and throw your weight around again?"
"....."

Since it's true, the young man who shouted becomes speechless.

"So I called you thinking I'd make an example of a few of you to make the rest swear loyalty to Ah-Ram. But I was wrong."

Rising from his seat, Cha Jin-Hwan raises his arm and thinks about what happened this morning.

When Cha Jin-Hwan first heard about the pregnancy, he expressed undisguised joy.
He was grinning until his wife, Lee Ji-Sook, told him it was undignified. Then he secretly went to the hospital wanting to see his pregnant daughter, even from a distance.

"She's a woman who became Guild Master, which is impressive enough, but now she's pregnant too?"
"I know, right? Cheonmun has really gone downhill."
"She's just leading Cheonmun Guild because she was born with abilities. Without her abilities, she's nothing."
"Exactly. You really need to be born to the right parents."

As soon as he entered the lobby of Cheonmun's private hospital, he witnessed two guild members badmouthing his daughter.

This wasn't the first time.
He knew very well that since making her Vice Guild Master immediately after her awakening, Cha Ah-Ram had been constantly evaluated.

Still, he didn't show it.
He thought that since she was his masterpiece who would command the world, she could overcome this level of hardship on her own.
And she actually did well.
Although there were disappointing results in her work due to emotional involvement, he thought it was fine, but...

His mind changed.

It might be sentimentality due to old age, but after the wedding, Cha Jin-Hwan's perception of Cha Ah-Ram changed.

From a carefully crafted masterpiece to a beloved daughter.
He became angry seeing his beloved daughter being badmouthed by guild members he had directly commanded, not just other hunters.

"Kids, how long have you worked under me?"

".....8 years, sir."
"9, 9 years, sir."
"15 years, sir."

Listening to the executives, Cha Jin-Hwan decides their fate with an expressionless face.

"You've worked hard under me. Now rest in peace."

He begins to deal with the executives who are blocking his daughter's path.



* * *



"What would be good?"

I enter a music store in downtown Goseong and browse through albums good for prenatal education.

"The one next to it would be helpful for prenatal education."
"Thank y—Father-In-Law?"

When someone suggests something good for prenatal education, I turn my head to thank them, but I'm startled to discover it's Cha Jin-Hwan.

"First time seeing you since the wedding. Son-In-Law."
".....I'm sorry for not visiting you since then."

I immediately apologize to my father-in-law, and he smiles faintly.

"No need. Actually, Ah-Ram would dislike it if you came to see us, so you made the right choice."
"....."
"But I'm curious, did you have no intention of coming at all?"

Like father, like daughter. He's holding a grudge.

"No, no, that's not it. I was planning to visit after our honeymoon, but with recent unfortunate events, I forgot."
"That can happen. You can forget about us."
".....I'm sorry."

I apologize again to my father-in-law who's showing his grudge.

"The reason I sought you out today is because I want to go somewhere together... do you have time?"

When he tells me his purpose for coming, I immediately nod.

"Of course. I always have time."
"Good."

As he turns and walks outside after hearing I have time, I breathe a sigh of relief, put back the album I was looking at, and follow him. Suddenly, he turns his head back.

"If you have so much time, why didn't you visit? I can understand not visiting me, but my wife has been waiting desperately to see her son-in-law and daughter."
"I've committed an unforgivable sin. Please forgive me."

Seeing him holding a grudge until the end, I pray that Cha Ah-Ram doesn't become like this when she gets old.

Ch.153 - Now I Have A Family Too (1)
Is this where I needed to go?

"Auntie, can we get another bottle of soju here?"

A bustling samgyeopsal restaurant.
People at the surrounding tables chat happily with each other.

"You don't dislike samgyeopsal, do you?"
"I love samgyeopsal so much I can't get enough of it."

I exaggerate my enthusiasm in response to my Father-in-Law's question.

"My daughter probably dislikes samgyeopsal. So refrain from mentioning you want to eat it in front of her."
"...Yes, I understand."

He's been aggressively talking about her since earlier, like a switch flips whenever she's mentioned. I'm starting to wonder if this is really the Father-in-Law I know.

Sizzle.

While I was lost in thought wondering why he called me here, the waitress arrives with a tray and places the samgyeopsal on the hot grill.

"Turn down the heat once it's cooked so it doesn't burn."
"Thank you."

After the waitress leaves, we're alone again.

"I heard about it. You recently lost a colleague you worked with?"
"...Yes, that's right."

My Father-in-Law picks up his chopsticks and helps himself to some side dishes.

"I had friends I could call comrades back during the war."

With a distant look in his eyes, he reminisces while flipping the meat with tongs.

"I-I'll do that."

Feeling uncomfortable being alone with my Father-in-Law, I immediately lean forward to take the tongs from him.

"I'll handle this. You just eat what I grill."
"..."

Strange atmosphere. He silently flips the meat and starts cutting it into bite-sized pieces.

"Son-in-Law."
"Yes."

I quickly respond when he calls me.

"I heard you recently acquired gravity abilities?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"Hmm... At first, I was somewhat uncomfortable with my daughter meeting a C-rank Hunter. Ah, please understand this. I've always been at the top, so..."
"Yes, of course I understand."

If the baby in Cha Ah-Ram's womb is a girl? And if my daughter said she liked some nobody with no background... just imagining it makes me want to flip out. So naturally, it makes sense that he—who established the Cheonmun Guild and has been one of Korea's top figures—would be uncomfortable with me.

*Is it thanks to Ah-Ram?*

He probably wanted to kill me, not just feel uncomfortable. She was the one who stopped him.

"Well..."

My Father-in-Law opens his mouth again but then firmly closes it.
Seeing this, I'm dying of curiosity about what he was going to say, but since he's my wife's father, I can't easily ask.

"Hmm... So, what do you plan to do about the Doomsday organization that killed your colleague?"

He asks me this even though the terrorist organization's name hasn't been publicly revealed, suggesting he already knows everything.

"I'm going to kill them all."

The only thing I can do—the only legal way to vent my anger—is to kill them.

"That's obvious."

Checking if the meat is done by poking it with his chopsticks, he spreads a lettuce leaf in his palm and adds garlic, kimchi, and two pieces of the freshly grilled samgyeopsal.

"...?"

Then he passes the wrapped lettuce to me.

"Your arm will fall off."
"Y-yes. Thank you. I'll enjoy it."

I chew and swallow so quickly I barely know if it went through my mouth or nose.

"What I want to ask my Son-in-Law isn't about how you'll deal with them. It's about my daughter."
"..."
"I heard you returned from your honeymoon on just the second day because of that Doomsday organization."
"I'm very sorry."
"I didn't take your precious time to hear apologies."

When I apologize for failing to keep my promise to make her happy—a promise I made in front of him—he calmly chews on raw garlic while examining me.

"The Doomsday organization took your colleague. They caused you great pain. I offer my condolences for that. But as the saying goes, the living must go on living, and I can no longer stand seeing my daughter sad because of you."
"...I'll try my best."
"Try? Only losers talk about trying."

He snorts and folds his arms.

"You, no, my Son-in-Law should answer like this."

He pauses for a moment, his face slightly reddening.

"...It might be difficult for a while, so it would be better for her to stay at her Father-in-Law's house. Like that."

Who is he talking about...?
Wait, is he talking about Ah-Ram?

"Would it be alright if I entrusted Ah-Ram to your home?"
"Of course! After all, our house is where Ah-Ram was born and raised."

So basically, he's worried about Ah-Ram being alone at home while I'm distracted with the Doomsday organization, and he wants me to send her to their house?

*"My father is the one who made me a Witch. Well, I don't regret becoming this way, but I hate my father. I hate him enough to kill him."*

I barely managed to convince Cha Ah-Ram to invite him to our wedding when she didn't want to.
A daughter who hates her father.
There's nothing I can do to help.
I can only watch silently.
But having lost my own family, I know how precious blood relatives are.
No, they're more precious than anything else.

"Father-in-Law, are you free today?"

My Father-in-Law, whose face had reddened, had been keeping his head down while eating meat to hide from me, but when I ask if he has time, he slowly raises his head.

"Time? An old man has nothing but time to spare."
"Then after we finish eating, would you spare some time for me?"



* * *



"It's humble, but this is where we live. This is your first time visiting, right?"

When I bring my Father-in-Law to our home, he hesitates to step inside.
I already knew.
I knew that my Father-in-Law was trying to change.
But the train had already left, and he was left alone at the station, running desperately to catch up.

"C-can I really go in?"

I grab his hesitating hand and stride forward.

"Y-you. What kind of rudeness is this? Let go of my hand right now..."
"Honey, why are you so late? I was waiting so long my neck was about to—"

Cha Ah-Ram, who came running out as the front door opened, freezes when she sees her father, Cha Jin-Hwan, being led in by my hand.

"Ah-Ram, I met him at the music store today, and he bought me dinner, so I thought we could have some tea. Is that okay?"

And now I know exactly how she will react.

"...Come in."

For the first time in my presence, Cha Ah-Ram doesn't take her eyes off someone other than me.

Without saying a word, my Father-in-Law enters, takes off his shoes, and follows us down the hallway to the living room.

"..."

He moves very slowly, staring intently at each of our photos hanging in the hallway, as if trying to engrave them in his memory.

"Would you like to have that?"

A solo photo of Cha Ah-Ram smiling brightly while holding roses.

While Cha Ah-Ram has gone ahead to the living room to boil water, I secretly ask if he'd like to have the photo he's looking at.

"...Can you really give it to me?"
"Of course. I'll give it to you right now."

I immediately take the framed photo off the nail and hand it to my Father-in-Law. He carefully wipes the frame with his clothes and tucks it into his chest like a precious treasure.

"Honey, what are you doing? Aren't you coming?"
"Sorry, I'm coming. Father-in-Law, shall we go?"
"..."

That look in his eyes from the wedding.
Noticing my Father-in-Law's gaze has changed to a warm one, I quickly tell him to come along and start walking.

Slurp.

Warm green tea. It's definitely not the tea I like, but she prepared green tea.

"...Delicious."

Ah?
So my Father-in-Law likes green tea.
I quickly make a mental note of this.

"What brings you here?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes sharpen as she attacks her father as if she could devour him.

"Um, we ran into each other at the music store. And he bought me meat, didn't he?"
"I can definitely... smell meat on you."
"Since you dislike meat, I only treated your husband."
"...That was good of you."

A strange atmosphere.
They only answer the questions asked.
It's awkward and uncomfortable, but nevertheless, I know.
I know they're both making a painful effort right now.

"But why did you suddenly go to a music store?"
"Ah, I went to buy a prenatal music album for you."
"Let me see it."
"Sorry, I only looked at them but didn't buy—"
"Here it is."

He takes out a CD case from inside his coat and hands it to me.

"..."
"This is the music your mother listened to when you were in her womb. It should be good for the child in your womb too."

He tries to speak nonchalantly, but judging by his trembling eyelids, my Father-in-Law seems very nervous.

"...Thank you."

A daughter gazing at her father.
Finally, she thanks her father and takes the CD album from my hands, holding it in both of hers.

"I want to ask you one thing."
"Go ahead."

As if she's made up her mind about something, Cha Ah-Ram questions her father.

"I heard you dismissed all the executives today."
"News travels fast, doesn't it? I told Park Secretary to keep quiet about it."
"Park Secretary didn't report it to me."
"Then was it my secretary? Haha."

He smiles pleasantly despite having his secretary poached.

"Why did you dismiss all the executives... especially the people on your side?"

Knowing nothing about the internal affairs of the Cheonmun Guild, I just sip my green tea and eavesdrop on their conversation.

"They were in the way."
"They were the people who supported your power."
"I know."
"And you simply dismissed them because they were in the way?"
"I just exterminated those bugs who kept tarnishing my name because I was afraid they would breed if I left them alone. That's all."

...My Father-in-Law also calls people bugs.
There's definitely something in this family's genes.

*"Daddy, those bugs keep coming at me."*

If my child also...
Ugh...
Just imagining it makes me feel strange.

"...Now even if you want to return to the Guild Master position, you won't be able to if I refuse."
"I won't ask for it. Your mother agrees with me on this."
"...What exactly do you want?"

Cha Ah-Ram bursts out at his dishonest answer.

"Don't raise your voice."

He mumbles, then whispers the rest quietly.

"It's not good for the baby."

Ch.154 - Now I Have A Family Too (2)
Where there is darkness, there is also light. Beyond the horizon, the sun slowly rises, illuminating the world.

Cha Ah-Ram is bathed in the warm sunlight. I gently stroke her back as she sleeps in my arms, careful not to wake her.

"...Ahjussi."
"Sorry, did I wake you? Go back to sleep."

She nuzzles her face against my chest.

"It's warm."

With her long legs wrapped around my body like a cicada clinging to a tree, she feels my body heat and closes her eyes again after briefly opening them.

Her warm breath tickles my chest, but I exercise extreme patience and remain still so she can sleep comfortably.

*I'm happy.*

They say true happiness comes after misfortune. I've always wanted a family, and now I have a real family that's legally recognized.

*Kiss*

"Thank you."

I kiss the forehead of the woman who has become my family.


* * *


After telling her to sleep a bit more, I slip out of the room and hurry to the kitchen. I remember reading yesterday that foods rich in iron and folic acid are good for early pregnancy.

If I'm going to cook, dishes made with beans, seaweed, or green and yellow vegetables are good for pregnant women, especially in early pregnancy. That's why I secretly went shopping in town last night.

"I'll make seaweed soup and add beans to the rice."

I also start preparing side dishes: seasoned spinach and boiled broccoli to be dipped in vinegar sauce.

"Kiwi would be good for dessert."

I prepare the kiwi in advance while waiting for the rice to cook.

Hissss!

When the seaweed soup is simmering and the rice is done, I open the rice cooker and stir it with a spatula to keep it from hardening.

"Ah-Ram needs to eat a lot..."

I specially scoop a portion with lots of beans into her bowl.

"I hope she likes it."

Since her morning sickness started, she hardly touches food. Others might think she's the same as before, but to my eyes, she's too thin.

*She did say she lost weight...*

So I must make her eat. If she has morning sickness with this food too, I have a backup plan: finely chopped vegetables in bland porridge.

Knock knock knock.

I knock on the bedroom door with a nervous expression.

"I'm awake."

Her muffled voice comes from inside.

Creeeeak.

When I open the door, I see the adorable Cha Ah-Ram with just her face peeking out from under the blanket.

"Time for breakfast."

I sit on the edge of the bed and reach under the blanket to massage her legs.

"I don't have an appetite."
"You still need to eat. It would be really bad if you don't."

For pregnant women, not skipping meals is more important than taking supplements. Knowing this, I pick her up despite her complaints about not having an appetite.

"I really don't want to eat anything."
"Just one spoonful. Just one. Okay?"
"...That sounds like what I used to say to you."
"..."

Ignoring the painful memory, I carry her out of the room to the kitchen where the dining table is.

"Did you make all this?"
"I tried my best."
"...But it's all greens?"
"They're really helpful for pregnant women. And they're not spicy, so pregnant women with morning sickness can eat them easily."

After listening to my explanation, Cha Ah-Ram finally gives in and picks up the spoon from the table. She takes a small scoop of the bean rice, dips it in the seaweed soup floating with sesame oil, and puts it in her mouth.

"Ugh...!"
"Does—does it taste bad?"

As soon as she puts it in her mouth, she gags, and I quickly move to her side to rub her back and try to calm her.

"Just kidding."
"..."
"You were so nervous, I wanted to tease you."
"There are better things to joke about than food."
"Don't like it? Then I won't eat."
"...Hahaha. Actually, I love jokes."

I surrender immediately to her threat and force a laugh. Seeing my reaction, she smiles gently and this time puts a piece of boiled broccoli dipped in vinegar sauce into her mouth.

"...Is it okay?"
"Not bad."

It wouldn't be bad if she just ate broccoli, but dipping it in vinegar sauce makes it better. Fortunately, she's eating most of the food I prepared.

"Aren't you going to eat the spinach?"
"That one smells a bit off."
"Okay. I'll put it away right now."

As soon as she mentions the spinach smells strange, I take the bowl of spinach and place it on the sink counter.

"I'm done eating now."
"Already?"

She's only eaten half!

"Just a little more. Just a tiny bit more. Okay?"
"You said just one spoonful earlier. Why do you keep changing your words? Were you always someone whose mind flips in an instant?"
"..."

Remembering Park Secretary's warning that mood swings are common in early pregnancy...

"Well, I can be anyone for Ah-Ram's sake. So please, just a little—just a tiny bit more? I'm begging you."
"...I'll eat just a little more."
"Thank you."

Why is it so hard to feed one meal? I have infinite respect for mothers, but thinking about fathers who sacrifice for those mothers, I feel profound respect deep in my heart.

"I can't eat any more."

After eating just two pieces of boiled broccoli, three spoonfuls of rice, and a little seaweed, she puts her spoon down on the table, saying she can't eat anymore.

*I'll supplement the lack of nutrition with vitamins and feed her a lot at lunch.*

Determined to succeed at lunch, I take out the kiwi I had prepared earlier.

"...What is kiwi good for?"

Intuitively sensing that kiwi would be beneficial for pregnant women, she asks me.

"Folic acid."
"More folic acid? And I can't eat sour things like that."
"Try one piece before you say that."

I'm confident about the kiwi.

"This doesn't seem like regular kiwi?"

Watching me, she decides to give it a try and pokes a piece with her fork, putting it in her mouth.

"...Oh, the sourness is delicious? Why does it taste good?"

She, who normally doesn't eat sour fruits, starts eating the kiwi with a puzzled expression.

Pregnant women prefer sweet and sour fruits, they say. You were right for once, Park Secretary. I think to myself as I happily watch her eat the kiwi.


* * *


"What?"

After somehow managing to feed her one meal, I'm exhausted, lying on the sofa in the living room while talking on the phone with Park Secretary.

"You're saying I don't need to force her to eat?"
[Yes, in early pregnancy, the body absorbs nutrients that were stored inside, so even if she suffers from morning sickness, it won't greatly affect the baby.]

Then what have I been struggling for?

[Still, eating is better than not eating, so Young Master needs to help the young lady eat at every meal.]

When he tells me to take care of every meal until the morning sickness ends, my mind goes blank.

[Since Doomsday was arrested in Australia, they haven't shown any movement.]

Park Secretary tells me about the matter I had called about, and I sit up straight on the sofa.

"All of them?"
[Yes, they've disappeared without a trace, as if they vanished from Earth. No organization has ever escaped Cheonmun's eyes until now... They seem to be a troublesome group in many ways.]

Hearing the fatigue in his voice, I feel sorry for overworking him.

"Still, I'd appreciate it if you could endure a little longer."

Despite feeling sorry, I absolutely couldn't tell him to stop.

[I'm the one who should be thanking you. You're always by the young lady's side, acting as a reliable breakwater, which is very reassuring.]
"Actually, you're just happy that Ah-Ram isn't coming to work, right?"
[...Ahem.]

After looking around to make sure she's not nearby, I whisper quietly, and Park Secretary clears his throat.

"By the way, Park Secretary, I met my father-in-law a few days ago. What did he mean by 'clearing out the executives'?"

I had heard the conversation between her and her father that day, but I didn't fully understand and was left curious.

[Are you curious?]
"Of course. I don't know much about the Cheonmun Guild, but a guild can't survive without executives."

There might be guilds without a Guild Master, but no guild exists without executives.

[In short, former Guild Master Cha Jin-Hwan cut off all the executives who were loyal to him.]

Cut off all the executives who were loyal to him?

"...Why?"
[To concentrate all authority on the young lady.]
"Ah."

I finally understand.

In other words, he got rid of those who would oppose Cha Ah-Ram to help her completely take over the Cheonmun Guild.

"I understand. Thank you for explaining."
[By the way, Young Master.]
"Yes?"

I tense up slightly at Park Secretary's suddenly serious tone.

[When do you plan to take the Association President position?]
"I'm not sure myself."
[The longer the Association President position remains vacant, the more the citizens will suffer. Please keep that in mind.]

The call ends.

As I stare blankly at my phone...

"Who was that?"

She covers my eyes with her palms from behind.

"Hmm... I don't know?"

Even though there are only two of us in the house, I pretend not to know.

"Guess. Who do you think it is?"
"A goddess?"
"Hehe. Close, but wrong!"
"Hmm, I don't know? Can I get a hint?"
"A hint?"

At my request for a hint, her lips touch the back of my neck.

"I'll give you a hint with a feeling you've experienced a lot."
"I got it! The most beautiful Ah-Ram in the world!"
"Ding dong dang!"

Cha Ah-Ram removes her hands from my eyes and sits beside me.

"What were you doing here?"

She rests her face on my arm with a happy smile.

"Just... killing time."
"Then, Ahjussi. Do you want to stream after so long?"
"Stream?"
"You've been neglecting it lately."

Come to think of it, I've been too busy to turn on the stream lately.

"Your ultimate goal was to become an internet broadcaster. It's not good to stop because you're busy."
"Thank you."

Touched by her thoughtfulness, I embrace her and find healing.

Ch.155 - Now I Have A Family Too (3)
For several days, I've been taking care of Cha Ah-Ram, and now I'm crouched in the backyard, looking at the roses and vegetables that are growing well even without much attention.

"You were really amazing."

After helping her with everything these past few days, I realized that being a father is truly an extreme profession.

When my mother used to nag, my father would just laugh it off with a "heh heh." Back then, I didn't think much of it, but now that I'm older and about to become a father myself, I understand his feelings.

He wasn't ignoring her; he was just letting things slide. I silently express my infinite gratitude to my father for raising me so well.

"Young Master."

Park Secretary, who comes to our house once a day to report to Cha Ah-Ram, sits down beside me.

"Didn't you just go inside?"

Got kicked out again?

"She's sleeping, so I came out to wait."
"Ah..."

I think about how she's been sleeping a lot more lately.

"It must be hard for you, isn't it?"

I hesitate for a moment before slightly nodding at Park Secretary's question, which carries many implied meanings.

"Everyone struggles at first."

Park Secretary smiles as he shares his own experiences. He beams with a broad smile whenever he talks about his family.

"But from the second child onwards, you'll become somewhat numb to it."
"How many children did you say you have?"
"Three sons and one daughter."

Is it my imagination, or does Park Secretary's smile look bitter when mentioning his four children?

*At least that's fortunate.*

I recall with relief that she doesn't want many children. She once said one or two sons would be enough.

"Young Master."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Have you thought about what I mentioned a few days ago?"
"About the Association President position?"
"Yes."

The Korea Hunter Association President position is still vacant. It seems they've decided to put me in that seat...

Honestly, I don't want to do it right now. My mind is already full with thoughts of revenge against the Doomsday organization and Cha Ah-Ram's pregnancy. I don't think I can handle the Association President's duties on top of that.

"I don't think I can do it right now."
"...You've changed a lot."
"Me?"
"In the past, you would have sacrificed yourself to save others."
"Is that so? When you put it that way, I guess I have changed a lot."

I used to push my body to its limits, but now the weight of family fills my heart.

How can I worry about others when I can't even protect my own family? That would make me irresponsible.

"Is it strange that I'm changing?"
"No. This change is right. Not just you, but all married men feel this responsibility toward their families."

As I listen to Park Secretary, I pick up a pebble and throw it far away.

"However... I still recommend that you take the Association President position now."
"Even if my current mindset is correct?"
"Yes, from my perspective as someone who serves Agassi, your behavior is excellent. But..."

His expression becomes serious.

"I'm speaking as a citizen who was born and raised in Korea, with many memories here."
"Do you have patriotism too, Park Secretary?"

I thought Park Secretary was someone without patriotism. I believed he only cared about his family and Cheonmun, not caring what happened to the country. Was I wrong?

"Patriotism... that's a word I haven't heard in a long time."

With a nostalgic look in his eyes, he briefly reminisces before turning to me.

"In my passionate youth, I wanted to change this rotting country. Well, as I got older, I realized that was impossible."

Park Secretary stretches his legs, looks up at the blue sky, and continues.

"What I'm saying now as a citizen isn't about patriotism."
"Then what is it about?"
"Doomsday."

I flinch.

My body automatically reacts when the word "Doomsday" comes from Park Secretary's mouth.

"We're trying to locate them now, but since you caught them in Australia, they've gone into deep hiding and become difficult to find."

Was my action premature?

"It's not your fault. They probably just needed time to regroup."

Reading my expression, Park Secretary assures me it's not my fault.

"But don't you find it strange?"
"What's strange?"
"The technology that Doomsday uses to artificially saturate dungeons and cause Waves was a failed technology abandoned by the United States."
"The United States..."

I heard about this before. To obtain rare materials that have a slim chance of appearing when monsters are killed, they tried to infinitely summon monsters in low-grade dungeons to increase the supply. But despite the time and money invested, they couldn't figure out the mechanism for summoning monsters in dungeons, so the project was abandoned.

"It's already surprising that they recreated this technology, but isn't it strange that they know the exact number and locations of dungeons, which is national classified information?"

Hunters can easily find dungeon locations to make money, or out of a sense of duty as they enter dungeons daily. But knowing the locations of all dungeons would be difficult unless you're a government official managing them.

"Are you saying Doomsday has infiltrated the Association?"
"In the current situation, with only circumstantial evidence and no physical proof, I can't say for certain. But the government's movements are definitely strange."
"The government? You mean the Blue House?"
"Yes, their movements are somehow strange."

I heard that the President, who evacuated from the Blue House to Gyeonggi Province, is commanding Hunters who came from the World Hunter Association and domestic Hunters.

And Kim Se-Bong should be there.

"Kim Se-Bong Hunter should be there too. Wouldn't he notice if something was strange?"
"That's uncertain."

Park Secretary's eyes turn cold as he crushes a small pebble into powder.

"Kim Se-Bong Hunter might also be part of the Doomsday organization."
"That's impossible."
"Why do you think it's impossible? Do you have concrete evidence that Kim Se-Bong Hunter isn't part of Doomsday?"
"..."

I want to say no, Kim Se-Bong isn't part of the Doomsday organization, but I can't open my mouth when faced with Park Secretary's question demanding concrete evidence.

"Right now, you're judging based on your emotional bond with Kim Se-Bong Hunter."
"...Is that wrong?"
"It doesn't have to be wrong. But Young Master, remember this."

He's telling me not to trust people based on emotions. I've always done that, so I feel slightly offended. But Park Secretary continues his advice without minding.

"Now you're positioned at the top, not the bottom. Whether you like it or not, you're in a position to command others."
"..."

Looking at my expression full of discontent, Park Secretary puts on a stern face.

"A leader shouldn't be swayed by personal emotions. You must always maintain an objective and rational mindset. Otherwise, someday when you look back on the path you've chosen, you'll regret it."

I don't respond to his words and just hang my head, staring at the ground.

"I don't think the way you've lived until now is wrong. But you should still be skeptical."
"...I understand."

I finally accept in my heart what he's saying—that I shouldn't rule out the possibility that Kim Se-Bong Hunter could be part of the Doomsday organization.

"With the government's movements being strange, someone needs to put a brake on their actions. That person is the Association President."
"So you want me to take the position to keep the government in check?"
"Yes, and if you become the Association President, you'll gain command over all Hunters on Korean soil. Then you can also find traces of Doomsday, which you so desperately want."

If I become the Association President, I can find traces of Doomsday that are currently hidden without a trace?

"What about Ah-Ram if I become the Association President?"
"Don't worry about that. Even as Association President, you can work from home."
"...Is that allowed?"

What kind of Association President doesn't go to the office and works from home? When I ask this question out of doubt, Park Secretary smiles.

"I'll take care of everything. So, Young Master, will you take the position of Association President?"

There was never really a choice in this question. To catch Doomsday and reduce the number of suffering people, I have to take the Association President position.

"Please."
"Very well. I'll gather the Association executives right away."

Park Secretary stands up.

"Aren't you going to see Ah-Ram before you leave?"

I stand up and ask as he's about to leave without giving his report.

"There's nothing important to report today, so I can do it tomorrow."

Vroom.

Park Secretary gets into his parked car, waves at me, and heads straight to Cheonmun Guild.

"Can I do this well?"

As Park Secretary said, I'm someone who belonged to the bottom tier. Can I, who was used to receiving orders and acting accordingly, give orders to others?

"You'll do well, Ahjussi."
"You're awake?"

The window attached to the wall opens, and a snow-white arm wraps around my body.

"How could I sleep with all that talking?"
"...Sorry, I'll be quiet now so you can sleep more."

I immediately crouch down and tell her to sleep more, but she shakes her head.

"It's okay. I want to go for a walk, Ahjussi."
"A walk? Alright."

When she says she wants to go for a walk, I quickly unwrap her arms from around me and rush to the front door.

Watching my back as I leave, she stares in the direction where Park Secretary departed.

"I'll let it slide just this once. But if you try to use Ahjussi again..."

Killing intent flashes in her eyes before quickly returning to normal.

"I'll really kill you."

She mutters quietly as she closes the window she had left open.

Ch.156 - Association President Inauguration (1)
As I entered the fifth week of pregnancy and moved into the sixth and seventh weeks, I experienced things far beyond what I'd gone through before.

"Ah-Ram."

I sat beside her bed, stroking her hair. She now spent more time lying down than standing up.

"What is it?"

"The Association President inauguration ceremony is tomorrow, right?"

"Yes, I know."

Though she already knew, I asked to get her permission.

"Since I'm the one taking the Association President position, shouldn't I attend?"

The Hunter Association had relocated from Seoul and settled at the former Nonsan military training center.

"Why should you go? Tell those bastards to come here instead."

"But in exchange, we agreed that I wouldn't go to the office and would work from home."

At first, there was a big argument with the Association executives. They didn't question my abilities as a Hunter since I was now S-rank, not C-rank, but they nitpicked about my age and work experience, asking why I wouldn't come to the office and instead worked from home.

According to them, I was lacking in experience and should come to the office to learn more. But it seemed like they just wanted me to come in to keep me under their thumb, so I refused.

*He's only this confident because of his wife. If not for her, he'd be selling his laughs on internet broadcasts.*

*I agree. Young people these days don't want to learn properly and just try to get by with tricks. Isn't that why Korea's standing keeps falling?*

I couldn't understand what young people taking shortcuts had to do with anything, or why they connected it to our country's standing.

Still, to resolve this without help from Secretary Park or Cha Ah-Ram, I showed them a few of the cards I held.

I barely convinced them to let me work from home, but if I didn't attend the inauguration ceremony, they would always look for ways to undermine me during my tenure.

That's why I was trying to convince her, who clearly disliked the idea of me attending.

"No, why make busy people come and go? Right now I could—"

"Ah, Ah-Ram. You shouldn't be moving around."

Though Cha Ah-Ram had a strong body, to my eyes she looked like a fragile pregnant woman.
And even with her strength, she was experiencing the same symptoms as other pregnant women.

"...Then I'll go with you."

"You too?"

"As long as I'm not standing for too long, it should be fine, right? A quick trip shouldn't be a problem."

That's tempting.
For several weeks, she'd been stuck at home except for occasional short walks.

*Should I take her for a drive to lift her mood?*

I could clearly see that her already difficult personality was getting worse from being confined to bed all the time.

"Then how about we go for a drive and after the inauguration, visit a good restaurant near Nonsan?"

"You mean the galbi-tang place?"

"Yeah, I heard business is booming there."

In the past, all the galbi-tang restaurants near Nonsan training center were terrible, but the current owner's soup had an excellent flavor and plenty of quality meat.

Even now, it's the only place in Nonsan where people line up to eat, according to occasional online reviews.

"Sounds good. Let's go together tomorrow."

She nodded and agreed to come along.


* * *


Since the bed was in the master bedroom, I moved the computer and two broadcast monitors to the living room.
When I told Secretary Park I was streaming again, he sent me a desk and chair.

I finished setting up and pressed the broadcast start button.

"Hello everyone."

-Eunha~
-Please stream more often.
-It's been a while.
-How have you been?

As soon as I start broadcasting, numerous viewers find my stream.

"I've been too busy to think about streaming until now."

She had suggested streaming before, but we ended up not doing it.

-We saw everything on the news—becoming S-rank, getting married, becoming Association President^^

At the viewer's chat, I bow my head.

"I'm sorry. I was truly very busy."

I apologize to the viewers with a bow, as there's no benefit in telling them about Han-Seok's death.

-I just said that because I felt neglected. Don't bow.
-You're the one who did wrong.
-Association President. Is this the first time an S-rank Hunter has apologized on stream?
-Wow, you can't live up to your "Retired Hunter" nickname anymore. Shouldn't you change it?

Retired Hunter.
The nickname I've been using all along.

*It is time to change it.*

Since I reversed my retirement and obtained an S-rank Hunter certificate, I think I need to change it to something else.

"Any recommendations?"

-How about KoreaAssociationPresidentTV?
-That's too old-fashioned.
-Then Returned Hunter?
-That's boring too.

The viewers debate among themselves for a while about my nickname.

[Ppyorutdae donated 10,000 won.]
-How about S-rank Married Man?-

S-rank Married Man? Not bad, but it makes me feel somewhat depressed.

"I won't change my nickname right away, so let's stop the nickname discussion for now."

As the chat starts to get chaotic, I tell them I'll change my nickname later.

-By the way, Retired Hunter, your background looks different today?

One sharp-eyed viewer asks.

"Ah, I couldn't broadcast from the bedroom because Ah-Ram is lying in bed. So I moved the computer to the living room."

-The Cheonmun Guild Master is in bed at this hour? Is something wrong?
-Are you on honeymoon leave since you're newlyweds?

Since we haven't publicly announced Cha Ah-Ram's pregnancy, regular viewers are curious why she's home at this hour.

*Should I tell them?*

Honestly, I want to brag about the pregnancy news to everyone. But Cha Ah-Ram doesn't like that, and it could also make us targets for those bastards, so we haven't told anyone except the Cheonmun people.

But I think it's okay to tell them.
Of course, this feeling might come from a false sense of security because of Cheonmun's strong backing, but I want to tell people that I'm going to be a father. That I finally have a real family.

"Yes, she's on leave and resting in the bedroom. She's probably watching my broadcast on her phone right now."

After debating whether to tell them, I ultimately don't and just say she's on leave.

-Aren't you scared when your wife monitors your broadcast?

"Why would I be scared?"

I immediately ask after reading the viewer's chat.

-Because if you accidentally say something wrong, you could get nagged all day. That's what happens with my wife.

Ah... I wouldn't have understood before, but now the viewer's chat resonates with me.

[SaranghanungChungchun donated 10,000 won.]
-If you write useless chats, you know what happens? You. Die.-

When her nickname appears in the donation message, the rapidly scrolling chat suddenly stops.

"Ah-Ram, this is my broadcast and these are my viewers, don't be so harsh."

[SaranghanungChungchun donated 10,000 won.]
-So these guys are viewers and I'm not a viewer?-

...I want to turn off the broadcast immediately, but I endure.

"That's not what I meant..."

Just then, a donation arrives on the streaming computer. If I don't reject it, the donation message will soon be broadcast.

[Baek Seol-Ah donated 100,000,000 won.]
-Oppa, it's not too late. Come to me.-

A sudden one hundred million won.
Shocked by the large amount, I look at the donor and my face freezes.
I move the mouse to reject it quickly, knowing they'll definitely fight if I don't, but it's too late and the message is broadcast.

-100 million? Is that really 100 million?
-Damn... that's money I'd barely make in a year of hard work, and she just donates it.
-But the nickname Baek Seol-Ah? Is that real?
-It's definitely real.
-She visits the stream occasionally.
-I'm new here, what's the meaning of Baek Seol-Ah Hunter's message? Genuinely asking.
-Baek Seol-Ah Hunter probably likes the streamer?
-She probably left the Association to join Cheonmun because she likes him?

With Baek Seol-Ah's donation, the previously frozen chat explodes.
But my head quietly turns toward the bedroom behind me.

-Look at the streamer turning his head.
-Is this a horror game?
-Silence? If it's quiet, the streamer is screwed.

As my reaction is broadcast, viewers start teasing me in the chat.

"Seol-Ah, stop joking around like that. And 100 million is too much, I'll refund—"

[SaranghanungChungchun donated 1,000,000,000 won.]
-You don't seem to have lost enough hair yet. Come home right now. I'll make you bald-

Apparently displeased with Baek Seol-Ah's 100 million donation, a billion won donation—which I had forbidden—appears on the broadcast.

-It's exploded!
-What exploded isn't the broadcast but the streamer!
-Will your life end when the broadcast ends?
-If you don't stream tomorrow, we'll assume you're dead.

Reading the viewers' chat, my back gets damp with sweat.
Until now, I had been mistaken.
I thought they had become friends after going to the dungeon together.
They're the same age, and while Cha Ah-Ram is at the top of combat Hunters, Baek Seol-Ah is at the top of non-combat Hunters, so I thought they got along well.
But on the day she told me about the pregnancy.
I clearly saw those two pulling each other's hair at the hospital.

*Why would I be friends with that Baek Seol-Ah! She's not a friend but an enemy I'll torment for life.*

Even when I casually asked her, she described Seol-Ah as an enemy.

As soon as I started broadcasting, the scene of Baek Seol-Ah and Cha Ah-Ram fighting was exposed, and the viewer count rose rapidly.

-Huh? Suddenly getting buffering?
-Is Neotube crashing?
-Viewer count just passed 2.7 million!

Viewer count: 2,732,000

A number I've never reached in all my previous broadcasts was hit just because Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah had a brief fight.

"Life really can change in an instant, huh?"

If I had known this would happen, I should have invited Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah as guests together.

Ch.157 - Association President Inauguration (2)
The next morning.

I woke up early and packed a lunchbox with fruits that she's been able to eat well lately without being affected by morning sickness.

"Shall we head out now?"

While I was preparing, she woke up but remained lying in bed, carefully suggesting we should leave for Nonsan.

"...I don't want to go."

Having woken up early in the morning, she was in a foul mood again. She pulled my hand, forcing me to lie down beside her.

"I just want to stay like this."
"But we promised we'd go."

Looking at her face as she held my hand tightly with a tearful expression, I momentarily thought about forgetting the inauguration ceremony and just staying like this, but I resisted the urge and reminded her of our promise.

"You don't keep your promises to me properly either."
"...Please. Hmm?"

When I mentioned our promise, all the words I was going to say got stuck in my throat, so I ended up appealing to her emotions.

"Can't you help boost your husband's morale?"

Initially, I had planned to go alone. Park Secretary had also suggested I go alone for safety reasons. Since I'm now an S-rank ability user, I'm not outmatched anywhere, so I was going to go by myself. But then I suddenly realized that an inauguration ceremony without Ah-Ram would be meaningless.

*They'll probably say it's a marital dispute or a loveless political marriage.*

They never say it directly to our faces. If they did, they'd be saying goodbye to this world at her hands rather than mine. They cleverly hide their identities and criticize us behind our backs, exaggerating rumors.

Of course, if we worried about every little thing, surviving in this world would be quite difficult. I don't really care if people talk about me behind my back, but I figured it's better to reduce unnecessary noise if possible.

"Your morale?"
"Yes, give me strength so I can work well at the Association. If you come to the inauguration with me, I think I'll really feel energized."
"Hmm....."

When logical arguments didn't work, I appealed to her emotions, and her eyes wavered significantly. After swallowing and thinking for a moment, she finally sat up.

"If you put it that way, I'd feel like a bad person if I didn't go."
"So you'll come with me?"
"Yes, I'll go with you."

Once she finally agreed, I got up from the bed faster than her, held her hand tightly, and went to the closet to get our clothes ready.


* * *


On the wide-open highway, I sat in the driver's seat, constantly checking on Cha Ah-Ram in the passenger seat while driving safely.

"Aren't you driving too slowly?"
"No, this speed is just right."
"This is a 100 km/h zone, but you're not even going 50."

Finding my extremely slow driving frustrating, she pointed at the speedometer.

"We're not in a hurry. Besides, isn't this a first?"
"What is?"
"Just the two of us going for a drive."

Until now, we've always sat in the back of a car driven by Park Secretary.

"Oh? It really is our first time alone in a car together."
"It's our first drive date, so there's no need to rush, right?"

This atmosphere—it was always the future I dreamed of.

"My dream was to travel somewhere with my family."
"Stop making me feel bad."
"That's not what I meant."

As I started getting a bit sentimental, she scolded me for making her feel guilty.

I really had dreamed of this. And now my wife and our soon-to-be-born child are riding in the car I'm driving.

*"Buy me spiral potatoes."
"We're just stopping at the rest area to use the bathroom and then leaving right away."
"Spiral potatoes. I want spiral potatoes."*

A faint memory of mine surfaces, making me crave rest area snacks.

[Rest area in 5km ahead.]

Just as the navigation system announced an upcoming rest area, I gathered my courage to suggest it to her.

"Ah-Ram, should we stop at the rest area?"
"The rest area? Do you need to use the bathroom?"
"I'll use the bathroom, have some snacks, and check if the flowers around are blooming. We can do multiple things at once."

As she pondered my suggestion, I added an offer she couldn't refuse.

"And we haven't taken many pictures together. I want to get off at the rest area and take pictures with you."

Since we started dating and even after getting married, the only pictures we have together are the ones hanging in the hallway, which I think are too few.

I expressed my desire to take many pictures that would make it easy to recall the life I share with her, the woman I'll be with until I die.

"Okay. But I might not be able to eat any snacks. Don't be upset if I don't eat."
"When have I ever been upset about that?"
"Just a few days ago, when I couldn't eat the rice bowl with raw fish you brought all the way from Busan, you got sulky."
"Well, that was....."

I wanted to say that I only got a little... just a tiny bit sulky because you said you wanted it, so I brought it, but then you just smelled it and couldn't eat it. But seeing her gaze, I kept those thoughts to myself.

"That was what?"
"I just want you to eat more. You hardly eat anything."
"I take enough supplements."
"What did the doctor say? That it's better to get nutrients from food than supplements."

I passionately expressed some of the frustration I'd been feeling.

"You're not getting angry, are you?"

She looked at me suspiciously.

"Why would I? I never get angry at Ah-Ram."
"Really? You won't get angry at all?"
"That's what I said."

Smooch.

Suddenly, she gave me a surprise kiss on the cheek.

"Are you angry? Or not?"
"...I'm not sure. If you do it again, I might know."

Smooch. Smooch. Smooch.

This time, her soft lips touched my cheek repeatedly.

"Are you angry now?"
"...Hmm, I still don't know."
"How many more times do I need to do it before you know?"

With a playful expression, she poked my side with her finger.

"Ah, d-don't do that. It's dangerous while driving."

Being ticklish, I shouted as I struggled to keep my hands on the steering wheel.

"Take this! And this!"

But ignoring my words, she kept targeting my sides with her fingers.

*I guess we can take it slow?*

With plenty of time left, I slowly pulled the car over to the shoulder, took my hands off the wheel, and tickled her sides with my fingers in return.

"I know you're not tickl... hehehe."

Not ticklish? Every time I've tickled her before, I've seen her try to hold it in, but that was a lie.

"Ah, ah-ahjussi, t-time! Time... hehehe."

Laughing as if she couldn't breathe, she patted my thigh with her palm and called for a time-out, but I didn't stop my fingers.

"T-time!!! Ah-ahjussi, you'll make me lose the b-baby."

I froze.

At the mention of losing the baby, I immediately removed my fingers and placed my hand on her belly.

"Are you okay? Does it hurt anywhere... pfft... hahaha."

As I worried, she placed both her hands on my sides and started tickling me deliberately, sending an uncontrollable ticklish sensation to my brain.

"Hehehe... hahaha! I-I surrender, I surrender."

Even though I said I surrendered, she tickled me more intensely.

"You kept going too, Ahjussi. So I'll keep going too."

Hearing she would continue, I gritted my teeth, endured the tickling, and started tickling her sides again.

The windows of the car, which had been parked on the shoulder for a while, became foggy.

"Haa. Haa. Haa."
"Haah. Haah."

Suggestive sounds escaped from the car. Inside, we were both taking rough breaths and holding each other's hands.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes."

After calming down somewhat, I reclined my seat and called out to her, and she answered from her similarly reclined position.

"About our honeymoon."
"....."

As I brought up the honeymoon that I had ruined with difficulty, her eyes grew quiet.

"I'm really sorry we came back to Korea on the second day."
"It wasn't your fault, Ahjussi."

No, it was my fault. Regardless of the reason, who abandons a honeymoon just as it's starting?

"So I was thinking..."

As I began, her eyes sparkled, and her expression filled with anticipation.

"If your condition stabilizes a bit, shall we go on another honeymoon to wherever you want?"

Though she never complained to me, I was afraid this incident would remain a lifelong pain for her, so I cautiously made the suggestion.

"Really? You really want to go on another trip?"
"Yes, if you're okay with it, let's go anytime..."
"Ahjussi, I'm so happy. I love you so~ so much."

She immediately moved her upper body toward me, hugged me tightly, and told me she loved me.

*As I thought...*

She had been keeping it in her heart. I'm so sorry for being a poor husband who only caused you pain.

"I love you so much too."
"Well, I love you more."

As we engaged in a love contest, I could see her wearing a happy expression.

*That's a relief.*

She always had a listless expression when she was at home. It seems bringing her along was really the right decision.

"Shall we get going then?"
"Let's go!"

Cha Ah-Ram, with a much lighter expression, stretched her hand forward and shouted for us to go.
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The empty highway stretched before us.
The car, moving at a slow pace, pulled into the rest area parking lot as soon as it came into view.
After turning off the engine, I immediately got out of the driver's seat and opened the passenger door where Cha Ah-Ram was sitting.

"Careful getting out."

I helped her exit the car as delicately as if handling glass.

"Ahjussi, haven't you changed too much?"

She pointed at her belly, seemingly unimpressed by my attentiveness.

"You never used to be like this before, but now that there's a baby, you've completely changed."
"Does that bother you?"
"No, not exactly. But I'm a little upset thinking that your newfound manners might be for the baby, not for me."

I took her hand as she showed signs of jealousy toward our unborn child.

"I've told you before. You're always my number one priority. Only you. I'm trying to do these things now because there's so much I haven't done for you yet."
"...Really?"
"Of course. Our relationship started so awkwardly and then we suddenly got married, but there's still so much I haven't done with you."

Like other couples, we should have gone to amusement parks while they were still open, hiked mountains, enjoyed scenic views, or just done small enjoyable things together.
Currently, we have so few memories to look back on fondly.

That's why I've always felt sorry toward her.
I only said I loved her with words, but rarely showed it through actions.
If anything, she was the one who took the initiative to take care of me.

It's truly embarrassing as a man.

"Once the baby is born, we'll lose the time to create memories just between the two of us. So right now, I'm thinking only of you—please don't misunderstand."
"....."

Her ears turned red as she lowered her head and leaned against me.

"Are you okay? Are you in pain? If you're hurting, we'll go to the hospital right away."

Thinking she was leaning on me because of dizziness, I asked in alarm, but she shook her head slightly.

"I'm fine."

She answered in a voice so small it was barely audible.

"Tell me if you're in pain. Forget the inauguration ceremony—we'll go straight to the hospital."

Despite her S-class physical strength, she was still a woman, and I couldn't hide my anxiety.

"Pfft."

She covered her mouth with her palm, trying to suppress her laughter.

"....."
"Oh, Ahjussi... I'm Cha Ah-Ram. Worrying about me is the most unnecessary concern in the world, so just take care of yourself."

Ah-Ram raised her head, smiled brightly, and linked her arm with mine.

"Let's go. Let's eat that rest area food you wanted so badly and take pictures."

With our arms linked, she pulled me forcefully into the rest area.

*Nothing has changed.*

The rest area scene was exactly as I remembered from my school days.

Golden-brown walnut and red bean pastries. Sweet cream corn bread. Squid and octopus grilled on maifanite stones. Buttered corn and my favorite spiral-cut potatoes were all there to see.

"How's the smell? Bearable?"
"Anyone listening would think I'm sensitive to smells."

Isn't she the one who gags at certain scents?

"So you're okay?"
"It seems fine at this level."
"Don't force yourself—tell me right away if you can't handle it."
"Ahjussi, you've been looking forward to this."
"....."

She pinched my arm lightly before unlinking it.

"From the moment you mentioned the rest area, your face had 'I'm excited' written all over it. How could I say no?"

Written on my face?

As I touched my face with my palm, she burst into laughter.

"I really can't live like this."
"You promised to live well with me, but now you can't live?"
"...That's not what I meant. Please stop."

When I made a dad joke after a long time, she immediately turned serious and asked me to stop. She looked around and pointed somewhere.

"Let's go there."

She was pointing to the rest area's restaurant.
They sell everything from ramen to various snack foods.
What's amazing is that each rest area has its own unique specialty dish.

"Will you be able to eat?"
"If it doesn't taste good, I just won't eat it."

If she puts it that way, we should go try it.

We looked over the menu together.

"I'll have this."

Cold buckwheat noodles? That's a good choice.
Buckwheat noodles with a sweet and savory broth. Add wasabi according to taste, and it's perfect.

"What about you, Ahjussi?"
"Me?"

I scanned the menu, my eyes lingering on several dishes I wanted to try.

The bulgogi hot pot, tteokbokki with fried food and sundae (blood sausage), and even tonkatsu all looked tempting.

*This is a tough decision.*

I'd like to order everything, but my stomach capacity is limited.

"How about that?"
"What?"

I turned my attention to the menu item she was pointing at.

"Osam rice bowl?"

A dish of stir-fried squid and pork belly with various vegetables served over rice. I remember eating it often at snack shops during my school days.

"Sure, I'll have that and a sweet potato cheese cutlet."

After finding the cleanest table and seating her, I went to the counter to order her cold buckwheat noodles, the osam rice bowl, and the sweet potato cheese cutlet.

I returned to her with the order number and sat down across from her.

"It's peaceful here."
"Indeed."

She murmured while observing the outside scenery visible through the glass walls.

"How long will this peace last?"
"I don't know either."

The Dungeon Wave that erupted in Seoul still hasn't been contained.
Despite support from Hunters abroad, they've only managed to reach the outskirts of Seoul. I've heard they need more Hunter reinforcements to push further in.

"I sent some guild members to help, but they're being used as shields on the front lines. They're enduring it, but... I don't like it."

She expressed her frustration, knowing about the current situation from Park Secretary who visits once or twice daily to report since she stopped going out after becoming pregnant.

"And since the Association President position is vacant, they're forcibly drafting guilds, raid parties, and even smaller parties."
"That does bother me a bit. But with the justification of serving the country, we can't really stop it. It's complicated."

Having received consistent briefings since accepting the Association President position, I have a general understanding of the frontline situation.

"What are you going to do, Ahjussi?"
"About Seoul? Or about Doomsday?"
"Both."
"Hmm... First, Seoul is gone, so there's no point in reclaiming it."

To be precise, Cha Ah-Ram sitting across from me destroyed it. Avoiding that topic, I quickly continued.

"But we can't ignore the monsters either—the risk is too great."
"Satellite images already show Dungeons beginning to unify, so the longer we wait, the more difficult it will become."

It's a real dilemma. Nothing to gain, but if left alone, it will become a major problem later.

"I need to go see it."
"...What? Where are you going?"
"Seoul."
"No way. I'll absolutely prevent you from going."

Her eyes changed instantly.

"You know well that the domestic Hunters and those sent by the World Hunter Association aren't enough."
"That doesn't mean you need to go, Ahjussi."
"Why not? I'm the Association President."

I have plenty of justification.
S-class Hunter. Gravity ability that can attack over a wide area. And the Association President representing this country's Hunters.

If anything, not going would direct blame toward me if things go wrong later.

"Have you forgotten what happened in the SS-class Miasma-Type Dungeon?"

I know. How could I forget?
The Lich and Death Knight that appeared in the SS-class Miasma-Type Dungeon.
They withstood not only her Compression ability but even her secretly hidden Hellfire ability, and actually pushed Cha Ah-Ram back.

Such a Dungeon could emerge in Seoul now.

"If even one evolving Dungeon is discovered, even I would struggle."

Awakened abilities work well on Earth's matter, but Dungeons and the monsters they generate have a certain resistance.

"Then I should go even more."
"Why?"

Ding-ding-ding. Ding-ding-ding. Ding-ding-ding.

Just then, the pager we received with our order number began to vibrate.

"Don't go."
"...I need to go get our food now. Should I not go?"
"....."

She maintained her stern expression even when I joked as I was about to stand up.

Did I bring this up at a bad time?

But it was right to discuss it now before it was too late.

"Ah-Ram."
"....."
"The reason I'm going is for our 'family.'"
"What?"
"I want to show our child the land where we were born and raised, our culture, everything. And no, I'm not changing my priorities. I just want our child to experience what I felt. So please don't worry about this matter and trust me."

Although Seoul is gone, as long as we exist, the day will come when we can restore it.
That's why I intend to go to the front lines.
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After enjoying our meal at the rest stop, I take a photo with her in front of the flower garden outside.

"Ah-Ram."
"...Hmph."

As I get back in the car to continue toward Nonsan, she turns her head away when I call her name.

"You know I have to go."
"....."

As the leader of the Cheonmun Guild, she understands better than anyone why what I'm saying makes sense. But as a wife, she desperately wishes I wouldn't go.

"When are you planning to leave?" she asks, finally turning her head back toward me as I drive, having half given up on her speaking.

"I'm not sure."

I really don't know when I should go. If the President and the Hunters under his command manage to kill all the monsters and defeat the boss monster guarding the dungeon, I wouldn't need to step in. But seeing how they're barely maintaining the front line after all this time, that seems highly unlikely.

"I'm going with you."
"A pregnant woman going along? No way!"
"Why not? If you're going, why can't I?"

Screech!

I slam on the brakes and pull over to the side of the road. I glare at her in disbelief as she insists on coming along.

"What? You don't like it? You don't, right? Well, I don't like you going back to Seoul either."
"...Fine."

In the end, I give up on going to Seoul.

"Really?"
"I really won't go."

I don't know what consequences this choice might bring in the future, but for her sake, I choose not to go.

* * *

Nonsan Training Center.

This is where healthy young Korean men were once drafted to fulfill their national duty. By the time I became an adult, military service had become voluntary, so I never became a soldier, but older Hunters would always share their military stories whenever they drank.

As we enter the main gate, Hunter Association staff who were waiting for us approach.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Association President Kim Young-Seok. I'm Kim Chi-Seok, Department Manager of the Operations Division at the Hunter Association."
"Hello, nice to meet... pfft!"

I burst out laughing as the balding middle-aged man extends his hand to me.

"Ahjussi, it's been a while."
"Association President Kim, in public you shouldn't address me like that..."
"What does it matter? It's really good to see you, Chi-Seok Ahjussi."

Operations Department Manager Kim Chi-Seok.
He's one of the Association executives who always helped me during my days as a C-rank Hunter. I met him recently when I submitted my retirement papers.

"...You've really grown up."

He looks at me proudly as I smile brightly at seeing my old acquaintance.

"It's been a while since I last saw you, but you haven't changed at all, Ahjussi."
"My stamina has gotten worse since then, what do you mean I haven't changed?"
"I meant your hair."
"....."
"Haven't they developed a hair loss treatment yet?"
"Becoming Association President has made you quite arrogant, hasn't it?"

Despite my teasing, he doesn't lose his smile as he firmly grips my hand.

"Who is this?" Cha Ah-Ram asks me, looking at Kim Chi-Seok.

"Someone who helped me a lot during my Hunter days."
"N-nice to meet you."

He extends a trembling hand nervously, and she reaches out to shake it.

"Hello. I'm Cha Ah-Ram, Ahjussi's wife."
"...Ahjussi?"

Hearing her form of address, he stares at me for a moment before breaking into a grin.

"So you really did succeed! I thought you might be gay since you never showed interest in women, but here you are married to a much younger woman. I'm truly envious."
"I'm going to tell your wife everything you just said."
"Hey! That's playing dirty."

He becomes serious when I mention his wife. He looks at Ah-Ram and me thoughtfully.

"Young-Seok, I'm really sorry I couldn't attend your wedding."

He apologizes, seemingly still feeling guilty about missing our wedding despite receiving an invitation.

"It's fine. The Association must have been busy then. I understand completely."

Kim Chi-Seok isn't just any Association executive. He's the Department Manager of Operations. He's been with the Association since its founding, and thanks to his support of numerous Hunters through the Operations Division, many capable Hunters have emerged.

As a key figure in one of the major departments, I know he must have been extremely busy after the previous Association President disappeared, so I tell him it's no big deal.

"But you saw the hefty wedding gift I transferred to your account, right?"
"It was quite generous. Won't your wife be upset?"
"Nah, that was all from my secret fund."
"Secret fund?"
"Ah... you must never mention the words 'secret fund' to my wife, okay? Promise me."

Having made a slip of the tongue, he tries to make me keep his secret, but I just smirk.

"I don't know about that. I recall your wife lamenting about your tiny salary. If she finds out you've been skimming a little off the top..."
"I've raised a black-haired beast. This is why you shouldn't take in strays."

Kim Chi-Seok laments at my words. After exchanging glances for a moment, he suddenly bursts into laughter.

"I always knew you'd do well, but I never dreamed you'd become Association President."
"Me neither."

I never imagined I'd become a Hunter again after retiring.

"I voted for you in the presidential election. All the people in my faction voted for you too. You know that, right?"
"Are you trying to curry favor now?"
"You've always talked about repaying favors but never followed through. Now that you have the ability to repay, you should do it. Hehe."
"If I become Association President, I'll immediately cut the Operations Division budget and transfer all the staff to other departments."
"You what?"

As I tease him and walk inside, we arrive at the conference room where people have gathered.

"Young-Seok."

Kim Chi-Seok stands at the entrance with a serious expression.

"Yes?"

His serious demeanor makes me respond without any trace of playfulness.

"You know the Association isn't such a nice place, right?"
"Yes, I know that well."

I've already read the documents containing the Association's internal affairs through Secretary Park.

"Just like during the presidential election, there aren't many people who welcome you."

He genuinely worries about me.

"Of course, I have no doubt you'll perform your duties as Association President well. But those who dislike you might cause trouble at any time."
"If there are bugs who give Ahjussi trouble, we'll just exterminate them all."

Ah-Ram, who had remained silent throughout our journey here, finally speaks up.

"...Haha."

Kim Chi-Seok laughs awkwardly at her fierce words and bows his head.

"Please refrain from that. No matter how rotten they may be, they are still pillars supporting the Association."
"We can replace them."

She responds indifferently despite his plea.

"This isn't the Cheonmun Guild that Hunter Cha Ah-Ram commands."

Seeing someone other than Secretary Park argue against her words, I try to mediate, but—

"You're right. This isn't my guild."

Wait, is this the Ah-Ram I know? The woman who never yields to anyone's opinion except mine is now yielding to someone else?

"I'll do my best to keep them in check so Young-Seok can operate freely. The process might not be to Hunter Cha's liking, but I'd appreciate it if you didn't interfere."
"I'll try."
"Thank you."

He bows slightly in gratitude before turning back to me.

"I'll go in first. Take your time."
"Why don't we just go in together? Why alone... Oh."

He taps my arm and points to someone standing at the end of the corridor, not in the conference room.

"Congratulations on becoming Association President, sincerely."

He leaves me with his congratulations and enters the conference room.

"Did you do that on purpose?"
"Do what?"
"You never yield your opinion to anyone else."

As I watch him disappear into the room, I ask her, and she smiles sweetly.

"You asked me to boost his confidence. I'm trying to be supportive."
"Thank you."

I express my gratitude for her doing something she normally wouldn't do for my sake, then turn toward the person he pointed out and approach the man leaning against the wall.

"It's been a while, Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

Why is he here when he should be at the front lines under the President's command?
Kim Se-Bong, who looks much thinner since I last saw him, opens his eyes, pushes himself off the wall, and takes a step forward.

"It's been a while."
"I didn't know you were coming, Hunter Kim Se-Bong. What brings you here?"
"Though I work under the government now, I still hold an executive position in the Association."

As he explains that he's also an Association executive, his gaze becomes intense.

"Could we talk somewhere else?"

Looking around cautiously, he whispers in a very low voice that only we can hear.

*What's going on? Why does he want to talk separately?*

Though I have questions, I nod at his urgent tone. With a grim expression, he leads us into a small, empty room, and Ah-Ram and I follow him inside.
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When I entered the small room, Kim Se-Bong looked at me with a haggard face.

"Young-Seok. The front line is in danger."
"What do you mean?"

I didn't understand his sudden statement about the front line being in danger, so I asked again.

"The President's condition isn't good."

Kim Se-Bong briefly explained what was happening at the front line.

The original plan was for domestic Hunters to hold back the monsters emerging from the pit that used to be Seoul until reinforcements arrived from the World Hunter Association. Then they would push through the monsters and clear the dungeons.

"But the President seems to have changed his mind. Despite having opportunities, he's only using Hunters to hold back the incoming monsters."
"You mean he doesn't want to clear them?"
"That's right."

Kim Se-Bong hung his head and sighed repeatedly.

"The death toll keeps rising with no progress, so I'm asking for your help. I need your help, and Cheonmun's help too."

He was asking for help from both me and her.

"You said you'd repay your debt before, but now you're trying to owe me again?"
"...I know it's shameless, but didn't you contribute to what happened to Seoul?"

When he claimed that Cha Ah-Ram, who had blown up Seoul, was partly responsible, her eyebrow twitched.

"So you want to hold me accountable?"
"That's not what I meant."

He shook his head weakly.

"I'm warning you that if we don't stop this now, the Korean peninsula will face great danger. You've experienced it, haven't you?"

Kim Se-Bong, who seemed to know something, muttered quietly.

"Evolution."
"...Are you saying the dungeons in Seoul have evolved?"

I asked, recalling that nightmare.

"It's not certain yet, but the types of monsters pouring in are becoming more diverse. Especially at the front lines near C-rank dungeons, monsters typically found in A-rank dungeons are appearing."

Monsters from A-rank dungeons appearing in C-rank dungeons means they're evolving.

"The good news is that Seoul only had up to S-rank dungeons, and Hunter Cha Ah-Ram already cleared all the SS-rank dungeons previously, so the situation is still manageable."

She who caused the problem and provided the solution remained deep in thought at Kim Se-Bong's words.

"So Young-Seok, I need your help."
"As Association President? Or as an S-rank gravity ability user?"

I asked exactly what kind of help he needed.

"Both the Association President and your ability. I need both."

He spoke with gravity.


* * *


Five minutes before the inauguration ceremony, I entered the conference room where association executives were seated with cameras positioned to capture the podium.

*Association President...*

Kim Young-Seok, who somehow ended up in the position of Association President, had a stiff face from nervousness.

"I present Hunter Kim Young-Seok, the 8th President of the Korea Hunter Association."

*Clap, clap, clap.*

As the association employee standing beside the podium delivered his prepared lines, Kim Young-Seok stepped onto the platform.

"Hello everyone. My name is Kim Young-Seok."

He gave a brief self-introduction to the executives seated in front and the Korean citizens watching the nationwide broadcast.

"I never imagined, even in my dreams, that I would stand in this position as Association President."

Recalling the days when he was expected to be nothing more than a C-rank Porter, he brought the microphone closer to his mouth.

"After awakening with the ability of weight reduction, I worked as a C-rank Porter for ten years."
"P-President, you don't need to mention that..."

The employee gestured in panic at Kim Young-Seok's unscripted remarks, but he continued steadfastly with his story.

"After experiencing many things, I announced my retirement and started streaming online."

A bucket list written during difficult times, driven by the desire to try something new.
That's how he began as an internet broadcaster.

"But thanks to my wife who happened to approach me, I've somehow ended up in this position as Association President."

The employee's expression soured as Kim Young-Seok essentially declared that he had lucked into the Association President position after meeting Cha Ah-Ram.

"Although I've received the handover of presidential duties, there's still so much I don't know."

As he admitted his incompetence, smiles formed on the lips of executives who had opposed his appointment.

"But I make one promise."

Speaking calmly while looking at the camera, he paused briefly and glanced at Cha Ah-Ram standing at the entrance of the conference room.

After their eyes met, Kim Young-Seok smiled at her, then turned back to the camera with a solemn expression to make his promise.

"As long as I hold this position, I will eliminate the injustices suffered by those deemed lower-ranked."

In this world where people are denied their worth because their randomly awakened abilities are considered insignificant, he finally revealed his conviction.

"I will do my best to reduce these injustices. This is one thing I will absolutely uphold until I leave this position."


* * *


The moment I stood on the podium, I forgot everything written in the script I had received beforehand. In the end, I spoke from my heart and stepped down.

*Clap, clap, clap.*

I walked toward Cha Ah-Ram, who was applauding alone.

"How was it?"
"You were amazing."
"Amazing?"
"The most amazing in the world."

She took my hand, which was still trembling from nervousness, and smiled brightly.

"But are you okay with the pledge I made?"
"What do you mean?"

I said I would protect lower-ranked Hunters and eliminate the injustices committed by higher-ranked ones. That could be seen as targeting Cha Ah-Ram, who stands at the pinnacle of high ranks. Doesn't she understand?

"The injustice thing."
"Oh, that? Why?"
"You're... S-rank."

Despite the many implications contained in the term "S-rank," she tilted her head in confusion.

"You're S-rank too, Ahjussi. Besides, I don't have a hobby of bullying weak Hunters."
"..."

Then what have I been seeing all this time?

"You might misunderstand, but everything I've done was just self-defense. I don't have a hobby of bullying or attacking others."

Come to think of it, Cha Ah-Ram never picked fights with anyone first. Despite her way of speaking, she always acted only after being attacked.

"So I'll uphold your pledge too, don't worry."
"I was worried people would make a fuss about how the Association President's wife couldn't even keep his pledge, but I'm glad."

As the inauguration ceremony ended and the executives began leaving their seats.

"Association President Kim Young-Seok, pleased to meet you."
"Who are you?"

As a middle-aged woman approached me and extended her hand, Cha Ah-Ram's expression suddenly changed.

"I'm O Mi-Ju, manager of the Hunter Association's Countermeasures Department."

She naturally pulled out a business card from her pocket and handed it to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Countermeasures Department? What does that do?"
"Yes, due to the Association President position being vacant, we haven't been able to properly respond to the current situation."

Recalling Kim Se-Bong who was talking to me earlier.

"You mean the monsters coming out of the pit that was Seoul?"
"That's right. The government has been continuously requesting support from the Hunter Association, but we don't have the authority to mobilize people affiliated with the Hunter Association, so we've been waiting for the Association President to take office."

O Mi-Ju adjusted her glasses and continued.

"And having heard that the Association President would be inaugurated today, we just received a message that the government wishes to communicate with you."
"The government..."

I remembered Kim Se-Bong saying he needed my authority as Association President and my ability.

"I apologize for reporting this right after your inauguration, but you need to contact the government immediately."

She extended a phone toward me.

Cha Ah-Ram snatched the phone from her hand and placed it in mine.

"Ahjussi, what are you going to do?"

I had clearly promised Cha Ah-Ram when we came to Nonsan that I wouldn't go to Seoul.

"I'll keep my promise."
"I'll trust you."

Steeling my resolve, I turned on the phone screen and checked the contacts to find only one number saved.

*Click.*

After pressing the number and waiting for a moment.

[Hello?]

I heard the familiar voice I always heard on TV.

"Hello, this is Kim Young-Seok."
[Oh, finally we're in contact. Nice to meet you. Since you called, I assume you know who I am.]
"Mr. President."
[Yes, that's right.]

*Young-Seok, and if you come to Seoul to help, be very careful of the President.*
*Be careful of the President? Why?*
*I suspect that he...*

Since finishing my conversation with Kim Se-Bong, my heart had been racing. I pressed my hand against it and smiled a twisted smile.

*Finally caught you.*

Ch.161 - Revenge Is Sweet?
At first, I was skeptical when Kim Se-Bong suggested that the current President might be a member of Doomsday.

"Listen to this and you'll understand."

When he took out his phone and played a secretly recorded file of the President speaking, my expression changed with each passing moment.

"As you wish, Leader."

The recording ended with the President addressing the person on the other end of the call as "Leader."

"The President is a Doomsday member. It seems he was behind what happened to Seoul."

Kim Se-Bong spoke about this fact with difficulty.

"I'll help you."
"...Is it for revenge?"

He asked, knowing that my colleague had lost his life in this incident.

"Yes."

I answered honestly about my desire for revenge without making excuses.

"I hope you don't end up like me."


* * *


"I want to tell you not to go..."

After returning home, taking a quick shower, and lying in bed, Cha Ah-Ram rested her face on my chest and murmured as she lay beside me.

"At least I'm not going to Seoul."
"But you're going to face people instead of monsters."

She looked at me with worried eyes, having decided to go to the headquarters in Gyeonggi Province where the President was located. She sighed deeply and caressed my face.

"I wish I could help you."
"You know this is my responsibility."
"I know, but... can't I help you?"

She kept telling me she wanted to help, looking dejected, but I had already made up my mind to handle this alone.

"I promise I'll come back without a scratch."
"You've broken half of those promises already. Hmph."
"This time I'll definitely keep it. Don't worry and rest at home."
"...You're leaving at dawn tomorrow, right?"
"Yes."

When I know the culprit is within reach, waiting isn't my style.

"Please be careful and come back safely. I'll be waiting."
"Don't skip meals while I'm gone."

I kissed her forehead and tried to force myself to sleep, needing to leave at dawn.


* * *


Geumgok-dong, Namyangju City, Gyeonggi Province.

There used to be a reserve forces training center here, which the government now uses as headquarters.

Thud.

After jumping over the high wall, Kim Young-Seok avoided the Hunters on patrol to prevent unnecessary bloodshed as he approached the interior.

"...!"

As he was entering, he noticed Kim Se-Bong gesturing to him and silently approached.

"So you came after all."
"Yes."
"Are you planning to kill the President?"
"If he's definitely Doomsday."

Since the recorded voice wasn't conclusive, I would confront him directly and ask.

"Even if it's certain, killing the President in the current situation will surely damage your image. Are you prepared for that?"
"...Prepared."

Do I need to be prepared to kill the bastard who murdered Han-Seok?

"It doesn't matter."
"He should be in that building."
"Thank you."

As Kim Young-Seok turned to head toward the building Kim Se-Bong had pointed out:

"Give my congratulations to Hunter Cha Ah-Ram on her pregnancy."
"...Yes."

With those words, Kim Young-Seok approached the building where the President was.

"..."

Near the building, Hunters who should have been on patrol were lying on the ground. Seeing their chests still moving slightly, they appeared to have only been knocked unconscious. Only Kim Se-Bong could have done this.

I turned my head toward where he had been standing, bowed to express my gratitude, and then entered the building.

While searching through rooms labeled as quarters for the President:

Slam.

"..."

Our eyes met as the President sat in a chair, absorbed in thought while looking at a map spread out on the desk.

Click.

Without saying anything, I entered the room, locked the door, and calmly sat in the chair across from him.

"Would it be cliché to say 'Nice to meet you'?"
"It is our first meeting, isn't it?"
"That's right. Nice to meet you, Association President Kim Young-Seok."

A smile formed on his lips as he extended his hand to me, but when I didn't take it, he withdrew his smile.

"What brings you all the way from Goseong where you live?"

Was he pretending to be calm? Or was he genuinely confident because he wasn't Doomsday? Unable to tell from the President's attitude, I maintained my composure and played the recording Kim Se-Bong had given me in front of him.

"...That is indeed my voice."

After the playback ended, the air in the room grew heavy.
After a long pause, the President finally spoke.

"Aren't you going to deny it?"
"Deny it?"

The President tilted his head and continued:

"That voice is indeed mine, so how could I deny it? Even if I did deny it, would you believe me?"
"..."

The President calmly sipped his cold tea that had been prepared earlier.

"Would you like me to deny it? If that's what you want, I'll deny it for you."
"...Are you Doomsday?"
"Hmm, Doomsday. Isn't that an unpleasant term? I've always preferred the word 'hope' rather than 'Doomsday.'"

Though he gave a different answer to Kim Young-Seok's question, the hidden meaning led to the conclusion that he was indeed Doomsday.

"Why! Why! Why did you do that to the dungeons in Seoul!"

Overcome with anger, Kim Young-Seok slammed his palm on the table and shouted at him, but the President didn't even blink and instead looked at the angry Kim Young-Seok with a strange gaze.

"Why did I do that to the dungeons? Because it's the natural order of things."
"...Natural order?"
"On this planet, Earth, countless life forms have been born."

The President suddenly began talking about Earth. Thinking this might be his last words, I listened quietly.

"Among those life forms, some animals developed intelligence. The most intelligent among them were called humans, and despite their inferior physical abilities compared to other animals, they climbed to the top of the food chain thanks to their superior minds."
"If you're trying to brainwash me..."
"Brainwash?"

The President's face gradually filled with madness.

"What I'm telling you isn't brainwashing—it's the truth. Do you know why dungeons appeared? Because of foolish humans who mistakenly believe this Earth belongs to them! To protect this planet! To exterminate humans! That's why this special mechanism called dungeons was created, generating monsters that could kill humans!"

He spread his arms wide and shouted at the dumbfounded Kim Young-Seok.

"Even though dungeons and monsters were created to kill humans, humans as a species eventually adapted. Awakened Abilities! If it weren't for that damn thing, humans living on Earth would have already met their end and the planet would be clean again. Ah! Can't you hear it? The sound of Earth crying in pain?"

He's insane. He's not in his right mind.
I knew about the ideology Doomsday embraced, but Kim Young-Seok never dreamed it would be this extreme.

"And now, Earth lacks the power to create more dungeons."

Recalling recent news articles about the gradual decrease in dungeon generation, Kim Young-Seok stood up and looked at the man consumed by madness.

"My friend died because of someone like this?"

Seeing Kim Young-Seok's feeling of emptiness, the President misinterpreted something and flushed.

"If you understand now, please help us with our great work. Association President Kim Young-Seok's authority and Gravity ability—if you join our cause, we'll get much closer to achieving our goal."
"..."

The President also stood up and extended his hand to Kim Young-Seok again, offering a handshake.
Staring at that hand, Kim Young-Seok asked one final question.

"Have you ever felt the pain of losing someone you love?"
"...I have never loved a human."

The President seemed to anticipate why Kim Young-Seok was asking this question and gave a proper answer to the final question.

"What about family?"
"Family is just humans who devour the Earth."
"You poor man."

I felt pity for myself, having sacrificed so much to catch someone like this.

"...Perhaps so. Association President Kim Young-Seok, may I say one last thing?"
"Go ahead."

I told him to speak, thinking of it as his last words.

"Do you know why dungeons evolve?"
"...No, I don't."

The President, who also seemed aware that dungeons were evolving, began:

"It's because humans awakened abilities."
"What does that mean?"
"Dungeons that haven't been cleared are now using the energy they've accumulated to evolve to higher grades."

The President continued with a conversation that diverged from Kim Young-Seok's.

"This planet called Earth. Does it have intelligence? Or not?"

What is he talking about now?

"Are those your last words?"
"Even if you stop it now, you won't be able to prevent the disaster that will come later. Even if it's Cha Ah-Ram, never...!"

Crunch.

The moment he mentioned Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Young-Seok activated his Gravity ability and erased him from this world.

"...How strange."

Despite having caught the main culprit behind the Seoul terror attack, I don't feel particularly good.

Someone once said revenge is sweet.
Why do I feel so strange?

Is it because I haven't killed them all yet...?

For now, I grab a lock of hair from the President, whose body has been obliterated leaving only his head, to offer at Han-Seok's urn.

Ch.162 - Why Is There So Much Work? (1)
[President Assassinated. Who's the Culprit?]
[Kim Se-Bong's "Doomsday" Organization Claims the President Was a Terrorist. Is It True?]
[On the Day of the President's Assassination, Was Kim Young-Seok Caught on Camera Taking the Association President's Seat?]

When the murder case broke—the President's head gone, only the body remaining—media outlets that had been lying low suddenly began churning out articles left and right.

A reporter who discovered that Kim Young-Seok had been caught on CCTV at the Geumgok Reserve Training Center where the President was staying was about to upload an article questioning why he had visited the President on the day he took the Association President's seat when—

"Everyone, attention."

The editor-in-chief entered the office, and all the reporters who had been busy writing tabloid articles about the President immediately stopped and looked at him.

"From now on, all articles must be reviewed by me before uploading."
"Reviewed?"
"Editor, what are you saying? Our newspaper doesn't do reviews, does it?"

The reporters unanimously protested. The editor-in-chief's expression hardened as he watched.

"These are orders from above. Especially, anyone who's uploaded articles about Association President Kim Young-Seok, take them down immediately."

The reporters finally realized why the review was being implemented.

"The public has the right to know who killed the President and why. How can we suppress the people's right to know and cover up the truth just because of some guild? I absolutely cannot agree with this."
"Is that so?"

A rookie reporter who hadn't been with the newspaper long protested to the editor-in-chief with youthful passion, veins bulging in his neck.

"You're no longer part of our team as of today. Pack your things and get out!"
"What? Are you abusing your power?"

Enraged by being told to pack up and leave, the reporter stood up and threatened the editor-in-chief, who walked up to him.

"Listen, rookie. I don't know who hired you, but I'll fire whoever did, too."
"Sure, whatever~ The institution that's supposed to inform the public of the truth is too scared of a mere guild to let us write a single proper article. I can't work in such a filthy place anymore."

The reporter sneered as he gathered his belongings from his desk. The editor-in-chief watched him, then leaned close to his ear.

"Let me promise you this. If the 'mere guild' you're talking about is Cheonmun, you won't be hired anywhere, not just here."
"....."

The reporter stopped packing and glared at him when he heard this.

"The Cheonmun you're dismissing is where Cha Ah-Ram, who stands at the world's pinnacle, belongs. It wouldn't be strange if someone like you died today. So."

The editor-in-chief glanced at the monitor on the reporter's desk. Seeing the article about to be uploaded, he pressed the Backspace button with his finger, erasing all the content.

"If you want to die, die alone. Don't kill us by uploading something like this."

Intimidated by the editor-in-chief's threat, the reporter looked around at his colleagues, but they all avoided his gaze.

"What are you all doing not working? Focus on the President instead and delete everything about Association President Kim Young-Seok."

Having already mentally dismissed the reporter who had defied him, the editor-in-chief scolded the other reporters who had remained silent.


* * *


I run to her when I spot her lingering at the front door.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"No."
"Any pain?"
"No pain either."
"Then why does your face look like that?"

Her eyes are filled with concern as she looks at me.

"Just... feeling a bit off."

Having left the President's head in front of Han-Seok's urn, I open my arms and hug her, wanting to feel her warmth.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"Should we go on our honeymoon again?"

We talked about our honeymoon a few days ago, but right now I just want to go somewhere immediately.

"Ahjussi, did you forget?"
"Huh?"
"You became the Association President yesterday. And now you want to go on a trip today?"

That's right. I became the Association President yesterday.
But why doesn't it feel real?

"I can work from home anyway. Couldn't I do it from overseas too?"
"You didn't like it when we were in Saipan."

Did I dislike it?

"I don't remember that?"
"You didn't say it out loud, but you made a face when I suggested living in Saipan."
"I did?"
"I know you better than anyone else in the world. Even better than you know yourself."

I really don't remember, but if she says she knows me better than I know myself, I'll go with it.

"And you'll be really busy for the next few days. So let's go on the trip later. Later, okay?"

I love how considerate she is. They say she's the most vicious person in the world, but to me, she looks like an angel with wings.

"I'm hungry. Let's go in and eat something. You haven't eaten yet either, right?"

I walk into the house, still holding her in my arms.


* * *


So this is what she meant by busy?

"Association President, you got the guild name wrong."

The secretary dispatched from the Association to help me with my work at home points out even the slightest mistake as he stares at the monitor.

"Is there anything else?"
"Now that you've risen to the position of Association President representing all Hunters, I'd appreciate it if you'd speak to me more formally."

After sitting in a chair for over five hours without moving, doing work, I ask cautiously but get corrected about my speech first.

"It feels strange to speak formally just because I became Association President. Let's consider it when we get to know each other better."
"...Understood. Also, Association President."
"Yes?"

He takes the mouse from my hand and clicks on something.

"These are the tasks that have piled up until now."
"W-wait. These are from at least two months ago."

Looking at the dates in the emails, I see some are at least two months old, and some even four months old.

"The work you're seeing can only be handled by the Association President. Since the position has been vacant, a lot of work has accumulated."

Click. Click.

Out of curiosity, I check the number of emails containing work documents.

"Can I quit?"

I feel like resigning immediately.

"No, you can't. Now that you've become the Association President, you must diligently fulfill your duties."
"But I didn't put these off."
"You didn't, but you're the only one who can handle this work now."

His expressionless face tells me the reality.

2,781 accumulated emails.
In 5 hours of work, I've processed a total of 37 cases.
If I work 10 hours a day, I can expect to handle about 70 cases.
That means it would take about 40 days of working 10 hours straight to process all the backlog.

And most importantly, new work piles up every day, so I'd need to be glued to the computer for about 50 days just to keep up with incoming tasks.

"Is this why they made me Association President?"
"What are you saying? The executives elected you as Association President. We don't have time for idle chat. Please focus on your work."

After speaking to me, the secretary glances briefly at Cha Ah-Ram, who's watching from the doorway, then turns back to me and helps me with my work.

"Done. Today's quota is done. I can't do any more."
"90 cases. Since it's your first day of work, I'll let it slide."
"I reached the target!"
"You did, but couldn't you do more, Association President?"

With the sole intention of finishing quickly, I processed 90 cases in 8 hours—2 hours less than planned and exceeding the target of 70 cases—but the secretary seems unsatisfied as he checks the remaining pile of work.

"I could do more, but I need to be devoted to my family too."

Seeing her increasingly dissatisfied expression, I feel like I'll be in big trouble if I continue.

"I understand. Then I'll come back tomorrow to roll... ahem, to help you with your work."

Putting on his coat and grabbing his bag, he bows to me and passes by Cha Ah-Ram as he leaves the room.

"Why are you standing there? Come here."

Still sitting in my chair, I open my arms, and only then does she approach and embrace me.

"Finished early, right?"
"Do you know what time it is?"

It's 5 PM.

"It's earlier than I expected, isn't it?"
"It still took too long."
"You said yesterday I'd be busy. You knew, so why are you sulking?"

Smooch.

I surprise her with a kiss on her soft cheek. She turns her face toward me.

"Not there. Here."

Smooch.

At her request, I kiss her soft lips again.

"Are you not angry anymore?"
"I wasn't angry. But with all that accumulated work..."
"Yeah, I'll need to work intensely for a month or two."
"So will we be able to go on a trip?"
"That's why I need to process it quickly."

Having promised to finish the accumulated work and go on a trip, I resolve to do more tomorrow than I did today.

"Oh, and Ahjussi. Park Secretary won't be coming to our house for a while."
"Why? Did something happen?"

As a married man who's been learning how to treat my wife by watching Park Secretary who visits every day, this news comes as a shock.

"He's going up to Seoul."
"...I see he's going to Seoul."
"The Hunters who were barely maintaining the front line have lost control after the President's death."
"So Park Secretary is going personally?"
"Yes, so he won't be able to come for a while. He said if you have any questions, call him. He'll definitely answer if it's you."
"He's not going on vacation but to the battlefield, so calling is..."

I also received calls from the Association executives.
Telling me to fulfill my responsibilities as Association President.
That means they want me to go to Seoul. They want me to go when they themselves aren't going?

*They're trying to tame me.*

Since they can't threaten me with force or power because my wife is Cha Ah-Ram, they seem to be trying to pressure me this way.

Not a chance.

As I hold Cha Ah-Ram and breathe in her scent, I contemplate how to deal with these executives who keep trying to assert their authority over me.

Ch.163 - Why Is There So Much Work? (2)
For several days, I've been focusing on work with the help of Lee Myeong-Sik, who became my dedicated secretary.

"There, that's the last one."

[Seoul Recovery]

After finishing all my work except for one hot item that came in this morning, I rub my tired eyes with my palms.

"Secretary Lee. This document is something we can't handle right now."

Currently, Seoul is in a state where everything has disappeared due to her ability. Even the ground has caved in, so even if we clear all the dungeons to prevent monsters from appearing, we can't build structures.

"This is a document sent to you, Association President, from the World Hunter Association. Let's read it."

From the World Hunter Association?
My expression gradually hardens as I begin reading with interest.

"They want us to transfer 20% of Seoul's land in exchange for helping with recovery? Do they really believe we'll agree to this?"
"Currently, there are over 500 confirmed deaths among Hunters sent by the World Hunter Association. That's just the deaths—if we include the injured, it's in the thousands. Using that as justification, they're essentially saying they helped reclaim Seoul, so they want land in return."

Are they insane? Help can be repaid in other ways, but demanding our territory?
This is ridiculous.
I'm truly grateful for them coming to a foreign country and shedding blood, but I really don't like their attitude of trying to bargain with their people's lives.

And another thing. Why send this document requesting 20% of Seoul's territory to me?

"Wasn't my position just Association President?"
"The presidency is currently vacant. According to the amended constitution, when the presidential position is vacant, the Association President can exercise the powers held by the President."

A bill amended by the 5th Association President to hold both the presidency and Association President position. Remembering this makes my head throb.

"So they sent this document to me because there's no President, and I can exercise that authority?"
"Yes, if you wish, you currently have the right to exercise all presidential powers."

I wasn't even happy about being Association President, and now they want me to handle presidential duties too? Absolutely not.
I will never take on presidential duties, even if it kills me.

"Are you going to refuse?"

Secretary Lee asks me with an expressionless face, having read my expression.

"Of course. What Korean citizen would give up national territory to another country? Absolutely not."
"But if you refuse, all countries will use that as an excuse to pressure us."

The Hunters sent by the World Hunter Association belong to other countries.
More precisely, they were recruited by the World Hunter Association, but they belong to different countries.
So if I oppose this, not only the World Hunter Association but other countries will pressure us?

"This is bullshit."

So the other countries and the World Hunter Association hold all the cards?

"When do we need to send this back?"
"They asked for a response by the time all the dungeons in Seoul are cleared."
"Let's deal with this later."

Since this isn't something I can easily decide alone, I stand up.

"You don't need to come to work here starting tomorrow."
"Thank you for your hard work these past few days."

A smile appears on his lips, which had never smiled once before.

"From now on, if you have anything to report, text or call me. If you think we need to meet in person, please video call."
"Yes, understood."

I escort him to the front door.

"Is everything finished?"
"Now it's really done. By the way, Ah-Ram."

She's now 12 weeks pregnant. Her morning sickness, which was severe, has mostly subsided to the point where she can eat most foods.

"Yes?"
"When will your belly show?"

I place my palm on her still-slim waist, even though she's 12 weeks along.

"Do you want my belly to stick out?"

Wait a minute?
If I misspeak here, I might get an earful. Stay calm.
After quickly organizing my thoughts, I carefully answer her question.

"I like you no matter what you look like."
"Really?"

Though she tries to appear nonchalant, her cheeks turn red, indicating my answer was correct.

"But I saw something absurd while working."
"Something absurd?"
"The World Hunter Association sent a document asking us to transfer part of Seoul's land when we recapture it. What do you think?"
"Hmm..."

She sits on the sofa considering my words, then eventually looks up.

"Do you want an answer from Cha Ah-Ram personally? Or from the Cheonmun Guild Master?"
"Hmm..."

The fact that she phrased it that way means she probably thinks their claim is reasonable.
Most likely, she personally supports the land transfer, not as the Cheonmun Guild Master.
She doesn't have much attachment to South Korea and has already moved all of Cheonmun's facilities from Seoul to Goseong.

"I want to hear from the Cheonmun Guild Master."

So I ask for the opposite perspective.

"As the Cheonmun Guild Master, I'll tell you. I think their claim is valid."
"Huh? Valid?"
"Yes, I think that document is actually asking for less than they could. We can modify it later at the negotiation table, but getting their support in exchange for 20% of Seoul's land is a very good deal."

Surprisingly, Cha Ah-Ram is defending them.

"Are you disappointed?"
"Ah, no. Why would I be disappointed?"
"It's written all over your face. 'I'm disappointed. So just say nice things to me.'"

The truth is, I do feel disappointed.
I shouldn't have expected anything from her, but being human, I guess I had some hope she might say something supportive.

"I'm a bit bitter about it."
"Why? Cheonmun has already received land transfers from other countries. Saipan, where we went together, was acquired that way. Unlike before, territory is now part of the negotiation cards."
"I guess I'm too old-fashioned."

I just vaguely disliked the idea of our territory falling into the hands of another country as a citizen.
Now even territory is a bargaining chip.

"You're the Association President now. You need to start thinking differently. And territory transfer is among the cheapest bargaining chips. They probably only asked for 20% because they were being cautious about my reaction."

In other words, even the request for territory was priced low because they were mindful of Cha Ah-Ram. That's what this means.
So ultimately, when the dungeons in Seoul are cleared, we'll have to divide Seoul's territory.
The thought of giving territory to them leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.

"Cheonmun doesn't always just take advantage."

Cha Ah-Ram, watching my face, takes my hand to comfort me.

"And there are actually ways to benefit from giving up territory."
"We can benefit from it?"
"Yes, even if they take 20% of Seoul, it's just an empty pit. To utilize it, they'll need to make it habitable, even if it's not like the old Seoul. At that point, we can get their help for free using the land transfer as justification."

Her perspective, which I hadn't even considered, makes her seem unfamiliar to me.
No wonder she rose to the position of Guild Master of the major Cheonmun Guild.

"And right now, even if I wanted to help you, I can't because there's no justification. You understand, right?"
"I know."

I didn't ask because I wanted her help. I just wanted to hear her experience from having been in a leadership position longer than me.

"Later on, there will be ways to get back the 20% of Seoul we give away, so don't feel too bad."
"Alright. Talking to you was definitely the right answer. Thank you."
"It's nothing."

She twists her body shyly as she speaks.

"And there's one more important thing left."

I originally planned to discuss this today, but somehow it got pushed back.

"What is it?"
"About you."

*Gulp*

Swallowing dryly, I bring up what I've been most wanting to talk about.

"Have you thought about getting an ultrasound?"
"An ultrasound? Why?"

Even just ten years ago, before dungeons appeared, pregnant women would go to obstetricians to check if their babies were growing well with ultrasounds.
Now, with various abilities emerging, ultrasounds have become relics of the past.

"I want to keep it as a memento."

Our memories. I selfishly want to create more and leave evidence to commemorate them.

"I also want to show it off to others. To say it's my child. My baby."

Hearing my words, Cha Ah-Ram thinks for a moment, then nods.

"Okay. But I don't think we need to go to an obstetrician."
"Why?"

Don't we need to go to an obstetrician to get an ultrasound?

In response to my question, she makes a V-sign with her fingers.

"Who am I? I'm the Cheonmun Guild Master. Of course, one text message and they'll bring the ultrasound machine to our home."

She takes out her phone and quickly sends a message to someone.

Ch.164 - Mastermind (1)
I had an ultrasound examination, and the doctor said the nuchal translucency was normal, the nasal bone was visible, and our baby was growing healthily.

"So this is our child?"

I hold the ultrasound image in my hand, staring at it in a daze.

"It's a bit disappointing that we don't know the gender yet."
"They said it's not accurate at 12 weeks. I'm satisfied with just this."

I'm not a doctor, so I can't tell what's a hand or foot, or which part is the body or head, but one thing is certain—it's our baby.

"I'm jealous."
"...Huh?"

My eyes remain fixed on the photo as I respond to her.

"You never looked at my photos that intently."
"I'm sorry."

Reluctantly tearing my gaze from the image as she expresses her jealousy.

"I've always said you're my number one priority, Ah-Ram."

Despite my exaggerated behavior, it doesn't seem to work anymore as she glares at me.

"That's not true anymore."
"What did you say?"

I approach her as she shouts and stroke her hair.

"Oh my, my dear wife is very angry."
"...You've become quite the smooth talker."
"I'd like to go on a trip together, but unfortunately, the situation isn't very good right now."

When I speak seriously, she nods slightly.

"Yes, the situation isn't good."
"But why did you send Park Secretary to Seoul?"

I was curious why she sent Park Secretary, who takes care of her, after initially sending only guild members led by Baek Seol-Ah.

"We've started having casualties on our side too."
"From Cheonmun?"

Wait, she sent Baek Seol-Ah too, but there are casualties from Cheonmun?

"Maybe...?"
"I think your suspicion is correct. It seems like some of the dungeons in Seoul have completed their evolution."

Just as I thought. Other Hunters aside, Cheonmun Guild members are considered elite even among the strongest Hunters.
If there are casualties, it means monsters from at least S-rank dungeons have appeared.

"Isn't Park Secretary in danger too?"
"I can't even gauge the situation myself."

She seems confused now, unlike her usual confident self when talking.

"But they've only seen Twin-Headed Cyclops from S-rank dungeons and Drakes that use elemental magic so far, so I decided to leave it to Park Secretary for now."

I thought we'd start clearing dungeons in earnest after killing the President who was causing chaos on the front lines, but the situation seems to be taking an unexpected turn.

"What if, hypothetically, an evolved S-rank dungeon becomes SS-rank?"

I'm also S-rank, but that's due to my acquired gravity ability. In other words, if the situation we're worried about occurs, we'd need to form an advance party with S-rank Hunters to break through the monsters and clear the evolved dungeons first.

"You absolutely cannot go. Understand?"
"You too, Ahjussi."
"I'd just be a burden anyway."

It's clear I'd only hold everyone back if I went while unable to properly use my gravity ability.

"How many Hunters in Cheonmun have experience clearing SS-rank dungeons?"
"Me, Park Secretary, and about ten of Park Secretary's subordinates."
"But solo, it's just you?"
"That's right."

Cha Ah-Ram is the only person in the world who has cleared an SS-rank dungeon alone, and her name alone will go down in history for that.

"But since Park Secretary went, it should be fine."

Though she always gives Park Secretary a hard time, she seems to trust his abilities.

"It'll work out."

I force a smile as I recall the Papal States.


* * *


Pangyo, located in Seongnam City, Gyeonggi Province.
When the President was killed by Kim Young-Seok, Kim Se-Bong, who had come to Pangyo with government-affiliated Hunters, meets Park Secretary, whom Cha Ah-Ram sent as additional support.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong, it's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Have you been well too? Judging by your gaunt face, your boss must be working you pretty hard."
"It's my fault."

A bitter smile appears on Park Secretary's face at Kim Se-Bong's joke.

"Your face looks half-dead too, Hunter Kim Se-Bong."
"I've been busy cleaning up the mess your Young-Seok made."

This time Kim Se-Bong shakes his head as he speaks.

"How are our guild members?"
"They should be stopping monsters in areas near Seoul. I'll explain the details at the barracks."

Kim Se-Bong takes Park Secretary to a temporary barracks.
A large table. A map of South Korea is spread out on it.

"Some of the dungeons near Seocho District have evolved and become a headache."

Park Secretary doesn't seem surprised at the mention of evolution, as if he had anticipated it.

"Can you share the exact locations of the evolved dungeons?"

Park Secretary takes out his phone from his pocket, ready to note down what he says.

"The normal-type A-rank dungeon in front of Yonsei University Hospital. The volcanic-type A-rank dungeon inside Seoul Memorial Park. And finally, the underwater-type A-rank dungeon at Heonin Royal Tombs."
"Heonin Royal Tombs? You don't mean that dungeon?"

Park Secretary, who had been diligently taking notes, is startled at the mention of the Heonin Royal Tombs underwater-type A-rank dungeon.

"That's right. We expect that worst-case dungeon has evolved to S-rank now."
"If it evolved to S-rank, wouldn't it have expanded? How much has it grown?"

For ordinary dungeons, when you enter the dungeon entrance, you shift to another dimension, so from the outside, it looks like a small door.
However, peculiarly, some dungeons seemed to be linked with our world and affected reality.

One of them was the underwater-type A-rank dungeon created at Heonin Royal Tombs. It wasn't that this dungeon hadn't been cleared—it couldn't be cleared.

"It has expanded to Seoul Children's Hospital."
"....."

Upon hearing this, Park Secretary drops his phone to the floor.

"W-what did you just say?"

Park Secretary, who remained composed even in front of Cha Ah-Ram, is shocked.

"What I just told you is the minimum estimate. The expansion visible above ground is probably just the tip of the iceberg."

Kim Se-Bong's face isn't bright either as he speaks to Park Secretary.

"You know we can't clear underwater-type dungeons with our current equipment, right?"

Modern equipment has an extremely short lifespan when brought into dungeons. So for underwater-type dungeons where you can't breathe, Hunters would bring underwater breathing apparatus, hunt monsters until the equipment was about to break, and maintain it just enough to prevent saturation.

"...What kind of monsters have appeared?"

The underwater-type dungeon located at Heonin Royal Tombs had produced a total of four types of monsters so far.

Merfolk, Mermaids, Lizardmen, and Sea Serpents. A total of four types, and the boss was unknown as no Hunter had reached the boss room yet.

"Yesterday, a Kraken emerged from the underwater-type dungeon."
"....."

A name too familiar to be called a monster. Kraken, a legendary sea creature recorded by sailors in history. Images of a giant octopus attacking ships are still passed down today.

"The young master was right."
"What did Young-Seok say?"

He had heard something strange from Kim Young-Seok after he returned from killing the President.
The dungeons and monsters appearing on Earth now might not be from another dimension as scholars hypothesize, but could be created by Earth itself—our planet—to cause human extinction.

Thinking about it, it was strange. If they had come from another dimension to our planet, we wouldn't have called them monsters. We would have called them alien species.
So why did we call them monsters?
Why did we definitively name them goblins, orcs, trolls, and ogres?

The answer was because they were familiar.

People from the past who enjoyed games, comics, or novels would have encountered these monsters at least once, and identical-looking monsters were generated in dungeons.

'Why did I only realize this now?'

At first, he thought Kim Young-Seok was just making a casual remark after hearing the President's wordplay about doomsday.
But thinking about it now, everything fits perfectly.

In other words, the conclusion is that the planet Earth created monsters that humans had invented or mythical animals they had idolized in order to cause human extinction.

"Why, what's wrong?"
"I think I've just realized the true nature of dungeons and monsters."

Park Secretary shares his current thoughts directly with Kim Se-Bong.

"If what you're saying is true..."
"Yes, there could be something beyond what we've defined as SS-rank dungeons."

With a serious expression, Park Secretary, recalling mythical animals, hurriedly calls Cha Ah-Ram, who is with Kim Young-Seok.

[Have you arrived?]
"Yes, Agassi. I just met with Hunter Kim Se-Bong."
[How are the guild members?]
"I haven't confirmed yet, but it seems they're stopping monsters coming from the evolved dungeons in Seocho District."
[Alright, as soon as everything is handled, come straight down...]
"Agassi."

He stops Cha Ah-Ram, who was about to hang up after stating her business.

[Go ahead.]

Park Secretary tells Cha Ah-Ram what he has just realized, as she doesn't get angry despite being interrupted.

[Mythical animals?]
"Yes, specifically animals passed down through oral tradition."
[For example?]

When asked for an example, Park Secretary's expression hardens as he mentions the name of an animal beloved by Koreans.

"Vermilion Bird."
[Isn't that truly an imaginary animal?]
"Agassi, then was an orc a real animal that existed?"
[.....]

Cha Ah-Ram seems to have caught on to what Park Secretary is saying and asks back.

[How many evolving dungeons did you say there were?]
"The total number can't be accurately determined, but there are at least three dungeons in Seocho District."
[I understand. For now, suspend the plan to clear the dungeons and hold out as much as possible. I'll immediately convene a meeting to convey this information.]
"I'll leave it to you."

Click.

As the call ends, Kim Se-Bong, who had been listening, collapses into a chair.

"It's hard to believe that the Four Guardians could emerge from dungeons."
"I just presented the worst-case scenario. Nothing is certain yet."

But what if, by some chance, the neglected underwater-type dungeon continues to evolve?

A chill runs down his spine.

At that moment, an enormous killing intent covers the sky from the direction of Seoul.

"This is bad. It seems another dungeon has evolved."

Kim Se-Bong, who had been sitting, also tenses up as he feels the killing intent.

"Did dungeons show such signs every time they evolved?"

When Park Secretary, who had just arrived and knows nothing, asks, Kim Se-Bong nods.

"I can't guarantee it, but every time such signs appeared, the monsters we saw became stronger, and new monsters emerged."

At his words, Park Secretary squeezes his eyes shut, hoping that Cha Ah-Ram, who went to the meeting, will make the right decision.
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*Pwooooo.*

I blew air against her smooth belly.

"What are you doing?"

Cha Ah-Ram looked at me with a strange expression.

Even if she asked what I was doing, I couldn't just say I suddenly felt like doing it.

"I was checking if the baby is growing well."
"And that's how you check?"
"...Yes."

I agreed despite my guilty conscience.

*Pwooooo.*

This time, she put her mouth against my belly and blew hard.

"Growing well."
"...Huh?"
"I was checking if our Young-Seok is growing well."

Having been outplayed, I happily laughed, hugged her, and rolled around on the bed.

*Ring ring. Ring ring.*

Just then, her phone on the desk started ringing.

"Is he here already?"
"Park Secretary?"
"Yes, he said he'd call when he arrived."

As Ah-Ram tried to get up from the bed, I gently pushed her back down, got up myself, and brought her the phone.

"Thank you."

She thanked me and answered Park Secretary's call.

*Is something wrong?*

As Ah-Ram's expression grew increasingly serious while talking to Park Secretary, I became tense watching her.

A moment later.

After ending the call, she looked at me and said:

"Ahjussi, is there something you haven't told me?"
"Something I haven't told you? There's nothing."
"About what the President said."

Ah, that nonsense about Earth creating dungeons and monsters to exterminate humans.

"I thought it was nonsense, so I didn't mention it."

My explanation didn't ease her stern expression.

"What's wrong?"
"Ahjussi, do you know about a monster called the Kraken?"
"Kraken? Isn't that a mythical creature exaggerated by sailors?"

Of course, most people would be familiar with the name Kraken. It appears in various media from time to time and is featured prominently in mythological stories.

"What do you think about that Kraken appearing as a monster now?"
"A monster? The Kraken I know has appeared as a monster?"
"Maybe what you said was right."

She pushed aside the blanket and got up from the bed.

"Where are you going?"
"I need to call a meeting with all guild members right now."
"At this hour?"

It's bedtime and she wants to hold a meeting?

"You should come to the meeting too."

She had been indifferent about Seoul until now, but after hearing from Park Secretary, she suddenly wants to hold a meeting.

"Please explain properly. I don't understand."
"I'll explain on the way. Hurry and get dressed."

Cha Ah-Ram was already fully dressed and sending someone a text message.


* * *


On the way to the Cheonmun Guild building, I listened to what Park Secretary had told her.

"So what the President said might actually be true?"
"Yes, think about it—how could we immediately name creatures that never existed on Earth before?"
"We couldn't."

If it were me, I would have called them aliens rather than giving them names.

Now that I think about it, there were many strange things during my Hunter days that I just accepted without question.

While we were both lost in thought, the car arrived at the Cheonmun Guild building.

"You've arrived?"
"Where is everyone?"
"They're all gathered in the auditorium."
"This might take a while, so prepare chairs and food. And did you contact representatives from other countries?"
"Yes, they're already connected via video."

The secretary who had been waiting after receiving the call approached Ah-Ram as she got out of the car to report.

"Let's hurry."

She and I entered the building and went to the auditorium on the third floor.

The auditorium was massive, able to accommodate about 1,000 people. Guild members who had received the summons each took a chair from the pile at the entrance and sat in formation.

I also took a chair and sat in the front row near the stage. Meanwhile, she went straight up to the platform.

"Since we're busy, I'll get right to the point."

Cha Ah-Ram moved the podium aside and sat comfortably in a chair with just the microphone in hand.

"Everyone knows that 350 Cheonmun Guild members have been sent as first responders to the Dungeon Wave, right?"
"Yes! We know."

The guild members responded loudly to Ah-Ram's question.

"Answer quietly."

Wincing at the noise, Cha Ah-Ram ordered them to respond more quietly and continued.

"And today, we sent Park Secretary and 10 S-rank Hunters from our guild as additional support."

Ah-Ram's briefing on the current situation resembled how I should act as Association President.

"But now the dungeons in Seoul have started to evolve."

At the mention of evolution, most guild members, except for a few, tilted their heads in confusion.

*They wouldn't know.*

So far, this information had only been shared with national leaders or equivalent Guild Masters, Association Presidents, and executives.

The information was controlled because it was judged that revealing it would cause tremendous ripples.

*I agreed with that too.*

While experts were saying that peace would soon arrive since new dungeons had stopped appearing, how could we suddenly announce, "Existing dungeons are becoming stronger"?

Instead, the plan was to conceal the information and clear the evolving dungeons with parties composed of S-rank Hunters, which was about to be implemented.

But now Ah-Ram was breaking the agreement to keep this information hidden and telling the guild members.

"You might know about unification, but not evolution? That's why I called you all here today."

Behind Ah-Ram, the faces of leaders from various countries appeared on the white wall.

"Everyone knows the principle of unification. When dungeons are created close to each other, a higher-grade dungeon absorbs a lower-grade dungeon—we call this unification."

The Vatican was erased precisely because of dungeon unification.

*Back then, we weren't systematic.*

There were extremely few S-rank Hunters, and the Association moved sluggishly, resulting in the disappearance of the Vatican, the only religious country.

"But even more frightening than unification is evolution. Look at this."

The images of the leaders connected via video call moved to the edge of the wall as data appeared in the center.

"When existing dungeons undergo evolution, they transform beyond the grades we've assigned them."

*Isn't that similar to unification?*
*Seems like the same thing.*

Guild members whispered among themselves at Ah-Ram's explanation.

"Silence! You dare chat while I'm speaking?"

When she glared at them sharply, the chattering guild members all shut their mouths.

"I only warn once."

She looks a bit strained. I stood up with the bottled water I was holding and approached her.

"Drink some water."
"Thank you."

When I approached, she turned off the microphone and smiled with her eyes as she took the water bottle I offered and drank.

"Don't push yourself too hard."
"Don't worry."
"I'll keep watching from the front."
"Okay."

As I came back down from the stage, all the guild members' friendly gazes focused on me.

*This is embarrassing.*

Only then did I realize what I had just done, and I lowered my head.

"Those of you who said it's similar to unification. Listen carefully."

Cha Ah-Ram must have heard everything the guild members whispered earlier.

"Unification is when two or more dungeons merge into one, but evolution can happen even with a single dungeon, raising it to a higher grade. The bigger problem is that we still don't know the limit."

Limit. This is the key issue.

In unification, when two or more adjacent dungeons merge into one, the grade doesn't increase.

What this means is:

When two dungeons merge, the monsters remain the same, and only the dungeon size increases.

Of course, having two dungeons' worth of monster varieties coming from one dungeon is somewhat burdensome, but guilds, raid parties, or even regular parties that normally clear dungeons of that grade can still manage.

But evolution is different.

The dungeon itself evolves, making the existing monsters stronger.

And we still haven't figured out what the limit of evolution is.

If there truly is no limit, a D-grade dungeon could one day become SS-grade.

"....."

The guild members listening to Ah-Ram's explanation seemed to understand, their faces turning pale.

"I'll assume everyone understands and continue."

She skillfully continued the meeting, pointing at the data currently displayed.

"The number of evolving dungeons in Seoul is increasing. Some dungeons are deliberately not being cleared, but I just received a report from Park Secretary that even dungeons where we've only been able to reduce monster numbers due to terrain, environmental, or modern equipment issues are now evolving."

Having finished her water, she now moved to the core of the matter.

"And Park Secretary, my husband—Kim Young-Seok, who serves as the Korea Hunter Association President—and I have come to this conclusion: Earth....."

...is doing everything in its power to exterminate us.
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After finishing her explanation about why she called the meeting, the display disappeared and the foreign leaders who had been pushed to the side came back into view.

"Cheonmun Guild Master."

Among the many leaders, a white man standing against a backdrop with the American flag called out to Cha Ah-Ram.

"Is there any connection between the global terrorist attacks by Doomsday and what the Cheonmun Guild Master claims about Earth?"

Sharp one. That's probably how he rose to become the president representing the powerful United States.

"I only have circumstantial evidence, no physical proof. But I believe what my husband heard."

Wait? Ah-Ram, that's not right! I just told Park Secretary about the president's dying words, which I dismissed as nonsense.

But after hearing her explanation, all the presidents and guild members in the auditorium turned their attention to me.

"By your husband, you mean the Korea Hunter Association President?"
"Yes, what about it?"
"Since he's here, may I ask him directly?"
"Hmm."

Ah-Ram, that's not right. Absolutely not.

I was just a C-rank Hunter. Just tell them I was lucky enough to meet you, gained Gravity ability, and ended up in the Association President position.

"I'd prefer if you avoided difficult questions."
"I promise on my honor to only ask about this current situation."
"Fine. Then ask away."

Betraying my inner thoughts completely, she gestured for me to join her.

*Should I ignore it?*

While receiving attention itself is burdensome, she's already brought me into this. Refusing now would damage Cha Ah-Ram's image.

"Sigh. Ah-Ram, why are you suddenly dragging me into this?"

I climbed onto the platform, approached her side, and whispered quietly.

"Ahjussi, I thought this would be a good opportunity to make your name known, so I mentioned you intentionally."
"....."
"Besides, I didn't say anything untrue. You killed the president who was a Doomsday member, and you heard his last words. Moreover, what's happening now aligns perfectly with what he said."

When did you become so articulate? You always used to give short answers or, when not talking to me, just say things like "Die," "Bug," "Want to die?" or "Don't make me repeat myself."

Discovering this unfamiliar side of her makes me feel strange.

"Since the water's already spilled, I'll talk. But just wait until we get home."
"I love how you only look after me."

Can't be helped. I resigned myself, turned around, and faced the American president who wanted to question me.

"Hello. I'm Kim Young-Seok, currently serving, though undeservingly, as the Association President. What would you like to know?"
"You met a Doomsday member, correct?"

Yes, I did. But killing the president is still officially a secret, so how should I explain this?

"We know that secret, so don't hesitate."
"...I won't ask how you know."

As expected of a nation's leader.

Our president was treated like a figurehead because of the Cheonmun Guild, but it seems presidents in other countries still hold significant power.

Once again feeling America's strength, I continued.

"Yes, I met him. And I killed him myself."
"So what's your circumstantial evidence about the connection between Doomsday and Earth?"
"He told me that Earth is suffering because of humans. He claimed that our planet created dungeons and monsters to exterminate humanity."
"But the Cheonmun Guild Master already explained that part earlier. What I want to know is how Doomsday discovered that Earth is trying to kill us."

Should I reveal this information? Honestly, I wasn't completely certain about this and had planned to only tell Cha Ah-Ram and Park Secretary.

I glanced at her briefly, and she nodded at me.

I guess that means I can talk about it?

I took a deep breath and answered the American president's question.

"Doomsday claimed they could hear Earth's voice."
"...Such an ability doesn't exist in this world."

It doesn't. While handling my duties as Association President, I thoroughly investigated all abilities that Hunters had acquired so far and never found one that could communicate with planets.

Additionally, there are those who awakened but didn't register as Hunters and became Scavengers instead. I asked Park Secretary to investigate, but he confirmed no such ability exists.

"I looked into it myself and never found such an ability. But what if his claim is true?"
"How can a non-existent ability be true?"
"Indeed."

A non-existent ability can't be true.
But failed experiments can't succeed either.

"What do you think about the experiment that artificially increased monster generation rates in non-saturated dungeons to create Waves?"
"....."

For the first time, the American president didn't answer my question.

"I know someone attempted that experiment but ultimately failed because they couldn't understand the dungeon's mechanism. So why can Doomsday use this technology?"

As I questioned the president, I realized something myself.

*They really can hear Earth's voice.*

Dungeons and monsters—he said Earth created them. The experiment failed because they didn't understand the mechanism.

If Doomsday can hear Earth's voice, wouldn't they have learned directly from Earth how to create dungeon saturation?

"I see. They succeeded because they can hear Earth's voice."

The president reached the same conclusion as I did.

"Then why hasn't this ability to hear the voice of Earth—our planet—been discovered?"
"This is just my guess, but someone must have hidden it deliberately," she interjected, addressing the president while listening to our conversation.

"Hypothetically, if one of our guild members had such an ability, we would have deliberately concealed it. And if we were determined to hide someone with that ability, could you find them?"
"No, we couldn't."

The president nodded in agreement with her statement.

"Now, returning to the main point, I understand why Earth wants to exterminate us."

Excessively developed cities. While our civilization shone brilliantly, Earth was being polluted and destroyed by humans.

Dozens of nuclear explosion tests each year. Exhaust fumes. Digging up land for resources, cutting down trees and carving mountains to build cities.

If I were Earth, I would want to kill the human species destroying my body too.

But...

"Doomsday members are human like us, aren't they? Why would they side with Earth, which wants to exterminate us? That's what I don't understand."

Indeed, our thoughts align.

I also couldn't understand why he, as a human, would hate his own kind. I thought perhaps he experienced something traumatic in childhood, so I investigated, but discovered the president came from a wealthy family.

Not as wealthy as Cha Ah-Ram's, but he was born into a family that commanded others. Though he never awakened abilities, he built connections through his family's wealth and power, eventually rising to the presidency. That's what my investigation revealed.

*"Have you ever felt the pain of losing someone you love?"*
*"I've never loved a human."*
*"What about family?"*
*"Family is just humans consuming Earth."*

Our final conversation. He might seem like an emotionless psychopath, but I don't think so at all.
Rather, he seemed more emotional than most people.

"My guess is that the Doomsday organization has existed since the Great Cataclysm."
"The Great Cataclysm? Thirty years ago?"
"Yes."

Not just Cheonmun, but every country is now desperately trying to root out Doomsday. Despite capturing numerous members, we still haven't found their leadership.

*Was the president I killed the head or just a tail?*

I don't know, but I think—or want to think—he was just a low-ranking member.

"Are they human?"

This time, the question came from another country—the president with the British flag, a nation that barely survived when parts of Europe were destroyed during the Great Cataclysm.

"Nothing is certain yet. But all the Doomsday members I've killed were human."


* * *


As the meeting dragged on, she suggested taking a break. We went together to the Cheonmun Guild Master's office located on the top floor.

She sat down in her chair and immediately turned on the computer on the desk, starting to type on the keyboard.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes."

She answered me while keeping her eyes on the monitor.

"What if everything we've discussed is true? What then?"
"You mean the current situation where Earth wants to kill us because it wants to survive?"

She pinpointed exactly what was making me anxious.

"Probably, as long as humans exist, Earth will continue its attacks."
"So the era of peace we talked about was just our ignorance."

I was genuinely happy when dungeon generation stopped. I believed this terrible environment where people die in dungeons would improve.

But what is this?

Not aliens from outer space, but Earth itself creating fictional creatures from our imagination to attack us?

"Humans are truly remarkable at times like these."

She stopped working, came over to sit beside me, and leaned her face against me.

"We adapted to Earth's attacks and evolved."

Just as dungeons evolved, humans evolved too, giving rise to Hunters—the Awakened.

"This evolution will probably be humanity's last."
"Why?"

Humans are creatures of imagination.
Through imagination, we created civilization and advanced it with science.
Therefore, the Awakened are likely byproducts of human imagination.

"We've reached our limit now."

I don't know why I'm saying this or why I sound so confident, but I have a strong feeling about it.

"A limit, huh? Then Earth's dungeons must be approaching their limit too."
"Because they're combinations of human imagination?"
"Yes."
"You were really impressive today."

I relaxed, stretching my legs out in front of me.

"Impressive, not pretty?"
"You're always pretty, that's a given. But this was the first time I saw you display the dignity of a Guild Master."
"Haven't I shown it every day?"

Every day? Oh, she means the threatening and hitting. If that's dignity... well.
Let's avoid this topic before it upsets me.


* * *


"Manager Park."

A Cheonmun Guild member limped toward Park Secretary.

"Pull yourself together."

As the man collapsed to the ground, Park Secretary rushed over and slapped his cheek to help him regain consciousness.

"What happened?"
"...A winged horse flew in and attacked us."

A winged horse?

Just as Park Secretary expressed confusion...

"Aaaaah! That! That's it!"

The guild member had a seizure, stretching his arm to point at the sky. Park Secretary naturally turned his head in that direction.

"...Pegasus."

An animal from Greek and Roman mythology, born from the blood that spurted from Medusa's neck.
Greeks worshipped Pegasus as a divine horse, making it a legendary creature.

Seeing this legendary animal—previously known only through books and statues—appear before his eyes, Park Secretary gritted his teeth and shouted to the surviving Cheonmun Guild members:

"If you don't want to die, get up and retreat now!"

As he ordered the retreat, Park Secretary lunged forward, blocking the front hooves of the Pegasus as it tried to smash a guild member's head.
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Desire it. Be ecstatic. Worship it.

We are Earth's representatives.

Exterminate all humans who devour our home, Earth.


* * *


Park Secretary stands before the fallen guild member, drawing the twin daggers from his waist to block the Pegasus's attack.

"What are you doing? Retreat now!"

The guild member, sensing imminent death, stares blankly at Park Secretary's back before coming to his senses and sprinting along the escape route taken by the other Cheonmun Guild members.

"This is troublesome."

While Park Secretary's back appears unharmed, the front of his body tells a different story—the skin on both arms is split open with blood gushing out, the price of blocking just one attack from the Pegasus.

Swoosh.

Park Secretary's shadow binds the legs of the Pegasus as it raises its front hooves to strike again.

"Aren't you underestimating me a bit too much?"

Though his name isn't widely known because he serves under the great Hunter Cha Ah-Ram, in terms of strength, he's second-in-command of the Cheonmun Guild.

Unofficially, he's already defeated Cha Jin-Hwan and Lee Ji-Sook, the founders of Cheonmun Guild. A fierce light flickers in Park Secretary's eyes.

Kaaang!

The Pegasus, momentarily immobilized by Park Secretary's shadow, breaks free with tremendous force and kicks at him. He quickly rolls to the side, scratching the Pegasus's leg with the daggers in both hands.

But there's a sound of metal striking metal, and the daggers bounce off.

"Huh."

He stares in disbelief at his daggers—their edges completely ruined—while the Pegasus's leg remains unscathed.

"It's at least equivalent to an SS-rank boss monster."

But boss monsters don't leave their dungeons during Waves; they guard their boss rooms. This means the attacking Pegasus is just a regular spawned monster.

"Miss, I don't think I can hold out much longer."

Thinking of Cha Ah-Ram in her meeting, he tosses aside the two ruined daggers and draws new ones from the bundle tied at his waist.

[Neeeigh]

"...Please come quickly, I beg you."

Spotting not just the attacking Pegasus but a herd of them flying in from above, Park Secretary resolves to hold out as long as possible until the Cheonmun Guild members can get far away, hoping she will arrive soon.


* * *


The meeting discussing the current situation has been going on for eight hours and is finally nearing its end.

[Don't modern weapons have some effect on monsters that emerge outside dungeons? What about nuclear weapons?]
[That would be problematic. If we launch nuclear weapons to eliminate monsters, can you handle the aftermath?]
[If radiation is the concern, couldn't we recruit Hunters with abilities to remove harmful substances? Right now, the evolving monsters from dungeons pose a greater threat than nuclear weapons.]

I watch from the front row as the world leaders argue with each other. I raise my left hand to check the watch on my wrist.

"This is taking too long."

I expected it to be lengthy, but it's dragging on more than anticipated.

Are they holding up well?

Park Secretary, who reported the appearance of the Kraken, has been out of contact since then.
We need to send more reinforcements. In the worst case, Cha Ah-Ram and I will have to step in.

Of course, our child in her womb is extremely important. But if we leave the continuously evolving dungeons unchecked, not just her but all humans worldwide might face extinction. I've considered even the worst-case scenarios.

"It might be better to put the nuclear weapons issue on hold for now."

She stands up from her seat to mediate their conversation after observing it.

[On hold? Not just South Korea where the Cheonmun Guild Master is, but even in Spain, we're struggling to contain the Dungeon Waves.]

The King of Spain, rather than the Prime Minister who handles political affairs, directly participates in the video call to counter her suggestion.

"Do we really need to launch nuclear weapons to stop the Waves?"

Her point is valid, but...

[Unlike your country, Spain doesn't have many exceptional Hunters. If they were all as strong as South Korean Hunters, we wouldn't even be discussing nuclear weapons.]

Superpower.

Unlike old standards, today's definition of a superpower is quite simple.

The number of strong Hunters.

Countries are ranked by counting Hunters of A-rank or higher, and those with many strong Hunters can enter the G10.

If I remember correctly, Spain ranks 57th.

Fifty-seventh. It might seem like a middle ranking, but after the Great Cataclysm, fewer than 70 countries remain.

[Or will Cheonmun send guild members to support Spain?]
"That's difficult. We're already up to our necks in problems."
[Up to your necks? What does that mean?]
"It means we're struggling."

She expresses difficulty for the first time and declines the request for support.

[If you intervene, wouldn't South Korea stabilize? Then you could come to Spain...]
"I'm telling you, that's not possible right now."

Since they agreed to keep her pregnancy secret, the Spanish King, unaware of this, continues trying to persuade her.

[Then I'll have to seriously consider using nuclear weapons.]
"Do whatever you want."

Finally giving up with a wave of her hand, telling the Spanish King to do as he pleases.

"The dungeons continue to evolve even now. We don't have time for armchair discussions. Let's end this meeting."

As she suggests ending the meeting due to lack of time, the US President, who had been quiet since the break ended, asks her:

[End it without deciding anything? What was the purpose of this meeting then?]
"Information sharing. And to put it simply..."

She makes a throat-slitting gesture to the guild member managing the video call.

"I gathered you all to tell you to survive on your own. So I hope you do."

Click.

After unilaterally cutting off their video call, Cha Ah-Ram turns to me and the guild members sitting in chairs.

"From this moment, Cheonmun will use all its forces to clear the dungeon in Seoul."

The expressions of the guild members, who heard about the dangerous situation during the meeting, quickly harden.

"If you go to Seoul, you might be torn apart or, in the worst case, die. But I promise you one thing."

Her intense gaze softens into a crescent-moon smile when she looks at me.

"I've come to understand the importance of family. So even if I can't protect you, I, Cha Ah-Ram, will take responsibility for your families no matter what. So don't be afraid. Who are we?"

"Cheonmun!"

The guild members' faces brighten as they respond loudly to her words.

"Yes, we are Cheonmun. So what is there to worry about?"

When she gives them a gentle smile, their expressions become dreamy.

"Why the long faces?"

Irritated by the sight, I mutter quietly. The guild members who hear me immediately bow their heads.

"I'll give you exactly two hours. Within those two hours, evacuate all your families here, and since this might be the last time..."

She hesitates slightly.

"Say goodbye to your families. We'll meet back here in two hours. Everyone dismissed."

With the dismissal, all guild members quickly leave the auditorium, leaving only their chairs behind.

"Are you tired?"

I approach her as she rubs her eyes with her palms and gently embrace her.

"Our trip is off, isn't it?"

She murmurs weakly. My heart aches at the sight, but all I can do now is offer her my warmth.

As we stand embracing in silence:

"Why didn't you call us?"

A couple enters the auditorium where only we remained.

"Father-In-Law, it's been a while."
"Yes, I saw on the news that you became the Association President. Have you been well?"
"Yes, I've been well."
"Is that so?"

Cha Jin-Hwan tilts his head and asks:

"Then why didn't you come to greet us?"
"..."
"Should I have to learn from the news that my son-in-law became Association President?"
"I'm... I'm sorry."
"Tsk. You said you'd visit sometime when you had time, but you never came. I find it hard to trust you."

As Cha Jin-Hwan clicks his tongue with a displeased expression, Lee Ji-Sook beside him makes a troubled face.

"Honey! Why are you treating our son-in-law like that? Didn't I tell you? Don't pressure them. Let the kids do what they want. Son-in-law, I'm sorry. My husband is a bit old-fashioned and sensitive about these things."

My mother-in-law scolds my father-in-law before turning to me with a kind voice.

"No, it's fine."
"See, he says it's fine. So why do you keep—"
"Honey! If you flap that mouth one more time, I'll leave the house too, remember that."
"..."

At my mother-in-law's words, my father-in-law makes a dissatisfied expression but says nothing more.

"Son-in-law, thank you for understanding. And Ah-Ram, I heard about your pregnancy. Congratulations."

She speaks to Ah-Ram, who has her head bowed beside me, making her expression unreadable.

"Thank you for the congratulations."

I feel Ah-Ram's body tense in my arms.

"But why didn't you call us to the meeting? Don't misunderstand, I'm not criticizing you. I'm just curious."
"That's right. Although we've stepped down from our Guild Master positions, we're still part of Cheonmun, so I'm curious why you didn't call us."

After my mother-in-law's question, my father-in-law also asks her seriously.
But when she doesn't answer:

"Don't you trust us?"

My mother-in-law cautiously asks her, and she shakes her head slightly.

"Because there was no need to call Mother and Father."

She uses the proper terms of address, something she didn't do even at our wedding.

"Oh my."
"Ahem."

They also look at her with surprised eyes when she addresses them properly.

"But we're S-rank Hunters too. And we've experienced war. We might be more capable than many S-rank Hunters, so saying there's no need doesn't quite make sense."

My father-in-law clears his throat and asks for the reason.

"...I don't think I can bear to see my family going to the battlefield."
"..."

What? Is this really the Cha Ah-Ram I know?
I know she's changed a lot since we got married, but not like this.

My mother-in-law and father-in-law turn their heads sideways as they look at her in my arms.

"Anyway, the Cheonmun guild members and I are enough for this task. So you two, who have stepped down from the Guild Master positions, should rest at home."

She breaks free from my embrace, rapidly tells them this, and leaves the auditorium without another word.
Only I and her parents remain, creating an awkward atmosphere.

"She's changed a lot."
"I'm sorry."
"So you do know it's your fault?"
"..."
"Why couldn't you have been better to her from the beginning?"
"I'm sorry."
"If you're sorry, be good to our son-in-law too. Looking at Ah-Ram now, it seems our son-in-law has changed her a lot."

My mother-in-law turns her head with reddened eyes, smiles at me, and extends her hand.

"Thank you."
"I haven't done anything."
"Please speak comfortably."
"I'll do that when I get used to it."

At my response, my mother-in-law glares at my father-in-law again.

"Ugh!"

She cracks her joints.

"Even our son-in-law is uncomfortable around me because of you. What exactly did you say to him when you met?"
"I didn't say anything special. What did I say?"

My father-in-law glares at me and asks.

"You, you didn't say anything."

I cover for him despite the invisible threat, but it seems too late as my mother-in-law's face sours.

"Honey, I'll deal with you when we get home."

She's exactly like Ah-Ram.
I thought Ah-Ram's personality took after her father, but looking closely, she takes after her mother.

"You seem busy, and we've taken too much of your time. Go quickly to Ah-Ram."
"Yes, I'll definitely visit with Ah-Ram next time."
"That would be nice."

Her eye-smile creates an illusion where I see Cha Ah-Ram's face overlapping with hers. I hurriedly bow to them and leave the auditorium.

The couple watches Kim Young-Seok's retreating back.

"What are you going to do?"
"We have to go, no matter what."

Cha Jin-Hwan speaks with determination.

"By the way, I wonder how long it's been since Ah-Ram called me 'Mother.'"
"I can't even remember..."
"That's your karma. Why couldn't you have treated her better?"

As she nags again, Cha Jin-Hwan quickly averts his gaze.

"Ah-Ram told us not to come. Do we have a way to go?"

Since they gave all authority to Cha Ah-Ram previously, they no longer have a voice in Cheonmun.

"We can go independently."
"You can't drive."
"...Or we could participate as Association members."
"You're so clueless. Have you already forgotten who the Association President is?"

Lee Ji-Sook thinks of their son-in-law, Kim Young-Seok, and smiles brightly.

"Still, my daughter takes after me with her good eye for men. She found such a proper son-in-law."

As she smiles contentedly, Cha Jin-Hwan grumbles:

"What's so proper about him? He's just a thief."

Calling Kim Young-Seok a thief, he inwardly expresses gratitude to the man who changed Cha Ah-Ram.

Ch.168 - Seoul (1)
In the small park in front of the Cheonmun building, I could see her sitting on a bench between the neatly arranged trees.

"What are you doing here?" I asked as I approached and sat down beside her.

"Just sitting," she replied.

I knew her mind was in turmoil. But since I couldn't directly solve her problems, I simply sat with her to provide silent support.

"It's strange," she said suddenly.
"What is?"
"Just a few months ago, I couldn't stand the sight of them."

She didn't specify who she was referring to, but I knew who she meant, so I remained quiet.

"I was ready to get rid of them if they ever showed up in front of me again, parents or not."

I remembered her fighting with my mother-in-law.

"But now I don't feel that way."
"And you don't like that?"
"I don't know. I don't know what I want to do."

She leaned against my shoulder.

"In times like these, follow what your heart tells you."
"What my heart tells me?"
"Yes. Your mind already has preconceptions about how you've thought about them and dealt with them until now. So follow your heart, not your head."

She must have been shocked by the change in her parents, whom she had hated since childhood.

"At least that way, you won't have any regrets."

Her mind would keep telling her to hate them. But cold reasoning isn't always right. Rather, following what your passionate heart tells you might cause some losses, but you won't regret it.

That's how I've lived my life.

"Do you also act according to what your heart tells you, Ahjussi?"
"Of course. I married you because I followed my heart, didn't I?"

When she kept telling me she liked me, I was terrified. After all, the world knew her as a Witch incarnate.

I thought if I accepted her, I'd become her plaything, and if I rejected her, she'd harm everyone I knew.

But my heart was different. It whispered that I should accept her advances, that I loved her too.

An impulsive feeling.

That rainy night when I was harsh to her—if I hadn't impulsively told her I loved her, neither she nor I would be here together now.

"And I don't regret marrying you one bit."

Marrying someone known as the pinnacle of Hunters wasn't an easy choice. The public's scrutiny was intense, and the pressure of being forcibly elevated from the bottom to the upper class was overwhelming.

Still, I don't regret it. I'm happy. I feel great joy in having found a lifelong companion.

"So don't make decisions with your head that you might regret later. Move according to what your heart tells you now."
"Thank you."
"Don't mention it. I'm always on your side, so whenever you face difficult moments, just talk to me."

If she ever faces hardship, I'll gladly give my life to help her.

* * *

The scattered guild members of Cheonmun Guild began entering the building with their families.

"Father, please stay here until the situation calms down."
"Here?"

The guild member's father couldn't take his eyes off the elegant, secluded space, so different from their home.

"It feels burdensome to stay in a place like this."
"Still, please stay here for the time being."

The father stared at his son intently.

"Are you going too?"

The father, sensing something, asked his son.

"...Yes."
"Where are you going? There are many strong Hunters in Cheonmun besides you. What are they doing, and why does someone as weak as you have to go? And the Guild Master, the one they say is the strongest in the world, why isn't she going?"
"Father, this time everyone is going to Seoul."
"..."

Though he had been scolding his son out of worry, he was left speechless at hearing everyone was going.

"If we don't go now, not just Seoul but the entire country of Korea might disappear."
"But, but didn't the World Hunter Association send support? What are they doing?"
"Their strength isn't enough to handle this."
"Even if you go, you won't be of any help, so why!"

The father, who valued his son's life more than his own, wailed.

"I'm not going there to die. So please don't worry too much."
"Let me meet the Guild Master. I'll talk to her."
"Father! The Guild Master isn't someone you can just casually talk to. That's..."
"Did you call for me?"
"G-Guild Master! What brings you here?"

The sudden appearance of Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok startled the guild member, who quickly bowed his head.

"I came up to check if the family members are being well taken care of. I heard you wanted to meet me?"

She looked at the guild member's father as she asked. Watching this, cold sweat began to form on the guild member's back.

"Guild Master, seeing you in person, you're truly beautiful."
"Thank you. But is that what you wanted to talk to me about?"

She spoke respectfully to the father, something she never did with anyone except Kim Young-Seok.

"Actually, I heard my son is going to Seoul where the monster Wave is happening. Is that true?"
"Yes, it's true. Not just your son, but all guild members of Cheonmun will be going to Seoul."

She answered his question properly without showing any irritation.

"My son joined a guild that's beyond his capabilities."
"What are you trying to say?"
"My son is weaker than others. Even if he goes to Seoul, he won't be of any help. He might even be a burden. So please don't take my weak son with you. No, I'm begging you."
"Father!"

The guild member shouted at his father, who had knelt before Cha Ah-Ram, but he didn't budge.

"If you need a porter, I'll go instead of my son. I'm retired now due to age, but I have experience handling weapon supplies on the front lines during wartime. So please..."
"I'm sorry, but I can't accept that."

She flatly refused the man who was kneeling and begging to take him instead of his son.

"Your son is not as weak as you think. In fact, Cheonmun doesn't recruit weak individuals in the first place."

Cheonmun's recruitment condition is very simple.

Strength.

In the past, no matter what happened, if someone had strength, Cheonmun would erase all their records and recruit them. That's how obsessed Cheonmun is with strength.

An elite small unit?

That's old news.

Cheonmun has been consistently recruiting strong Hunters to train not a small but a large elite force, and his son, who is now begging her, was also recruited because he had the strength Cheonmun wanted.

"And we're not going there to die. So please don't worry too much."

She sighed as she looked at him, still kneeling without moving, then quietly spoke and left the room, walking down the long corridor with Kim Young-Seok.

"Ahjussi."
"Yes?"
"I think I'm getting weaker."
"You're not getting weaker; you're just learning things you didn't know before."

Family devotion. Having grown up without knowing it, she finally learned the warmth of family after meeting him. She calls herself weak for not being able to be harsh, but he counters that she's just learning what she didn't know.

Holding hands, they walk down the corridor of the floor where the guild members' families are staying, looking around.

"Why are you going there? Don't go, absolutely don't go."
"My daughter, you'll come back unharmed, right?"
"I believe in you."
"Since you say you're going for the country, I won't stop you. But make sure you come back to me alive. That's my only wish."

As they walked down the corridor, they could hear the conversations between guild members and their families.

"Do you wish I wouldn't go too, Ahjussi?"

Having reached the lounge at the end of the corridor, she sat down in a chair, seemingly tired.

"Yes, I wish you wouldn't go. But would you not go if I asked you not to?"
"If you told me not to go, I wouldn't. But are you going to stop me?"
"No."

She stared at him as he answered honestly, then burst into laughter.

"You're too honest. Other families are begging their loved ones not to go. Has your love cooled off?"
"Is that so? Maybe I'm already experiencing the seven-year itch?"
"Ahjussi?"

Kim Young-Seok also sat on the armrest of her chair and embraced her.

"I'm going with you anyway."
"Sigh. I wish you wouldn't come."
"Isn't this why you put me in the Association President position?"
"No, it's not! I recommended you for the Association President position just to give you a decent business card."

He stroked her head lovingly as she grumbled.

"It will be fine."
"Of course. With the strongest Hunter ever going, how could we lose? So, Ahjussi, don't be too nervous."

Feeling his arms trembling slightly as he held her, she tried to ease his fear.

Ch.169 - Seoul (2)
After the two-hour grace period Cha Ah-Ram had mentioned, the scattered guild members returned to the auditorium and took their seats.

"From now on, we'll divide into three teams to block the monsters approaching from Seoul."

Cha Ah-Ram nodded to a guild member operating a computer, and a list appeared on the white wall.

"We'll have two combat teams taking turns blocking the monsters, while the support team will provide backup from behind. Check the screen to see which team you're assigned to."

My name isn't visible.
Since I'm not part of the Cheonmun Guild, should I depart separately from the Association?
I take out my phone and call Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik.

"Association President, is something wrong?"
"Please gather the Association executives in Nonsan right now."
"Right now, sir?"
"Yes."
"May I ask why you're calling this meeting?"
"The entire Cheonmun Guild force is heading out to block monsters coming from Seoul. Our Association will follow them to help."
"....."

Secretary Lee goes quiet, seemingly contemplating my words.

"Secretary Lee."

I call out to him after waiting a moment with no response.

"Association President, you are the head of the Korea Hunter Association and have the authority to mobilize Hunters. But didn't you previously state that the Association wouldn't provide support? If you change your position now, I expect significant pushback from the executives."

I did clearly state during my inauguration that I wouldn't provide direct assistance.

"Do you remember the pledge I made?"
"You said you would ensure the weak wouldn't suffer injustice. I still remember it because I really liked that pledge. Why do you ask?"
"Those weak ones are currently on the front lines blocking incoming monsters."
"But that's not exactly an injustice, is it?"

Not an injustice?

"As the Association President representing Hunters, even just staying in the back will make them feel it's unfair."

It's not like they're happily blocking the incoming monsters. Rather, if given the chance to flee overseas, countless Hunters would immediately abandon the country.

*I remember a conversation with Kim Se-Bong*
'Young-Seok, I have a favor to ask.'
'What is it?'
'Could you make it impossible for anyone to leave the country through the airports?'
'Just departures? Why?'
'Because Hunters might abandon the country and flee.'
'Isn't that their own choice? Blocking them would seriously undermine your position, Hunter Kim Se-Bong.'
'If my position is shaken but I can prevent them from fleeing, that would be better. If they escape, we won't be able to protect this country, so please do this favor.'

President Kim Se-Bong had called me a few days after the President's death.

*Taking away free will is going too far.*

How is this any different from the strong bullying the weak?
I pondered Kim Se-Bong's request all day. At first, I was determined to refuse. But realizing that if South Korea disappeared, our identity would vanish too, I eventually discussed it with Cha Ah-Ram, who controlled the airports, and we agreed to allow only arrivals.

Even with those controls, I'd heard reports that many Hunters were still escaping by boat. But I couldn't bring myself to block that avenue too, so I turned a blind eye.

"How do you think the Hunters on the front lines, where casualties keep mounting, feel about those of us who just stay back and do nothing?"

Honestly, I disgust myself saying this. Until now, I'd abandoned thoughts of going to Seoul because Cha Ah-Ram was pregnant and because she asked me not to. Now here I am making a fuss about fighting monsters.

*But I have to do it.*

Even if it makes me a hypocrite. And to follow the woman I love, I absolutely must bring the Association executives with me.


* * *


Vroom.

Numerous large buses are lined up in front of the Cheonmun Guild building. Guild members board them in order, and as soon as each bus is full, it departs for Seoul.

"Ahjussi."
"I'll follow soon. Make sure you answer when I call, okay?"
"...Yes. And don't get hurt until we meet again. And don't look at other women. Understand?"
"You're the only one for me."
"Then give me that assurance."
"How?"

She points to her lips with her finger.

"Give your assurance right here."
"That's an easy way to give assurance."

*Kiss*

"Want another?"
"Yes."

*Kiss*

Despite the repeated kisses, she looks unsatisfied and buries her face in my chest.

"You need to come quickly."
"I will. Be careful and don't get hurt. Oh, and stop tormenting Secretary Park."

I know why she torments Secretary Park, but I truly have no feelings for her.

"I'll try."
"Why just try?"
"He seems to enjoy it when I tease him."
"Is that true?"
"You'll understand immediately when you see Secretary Park's expression while being tormented."
"Still, show some restraint."
"Okay, I will. I'm heading to Seoul first, so don't be late."

After all the buses carrying the Cheonmun Guild members have departed, only two vehicles remain: the black sedan Cha Ah-Ram always rides in, and the car I'll take to Nonsan.

*Tap*

After boarding the back of the black sedan, she opens the window.

"Ahjussi, I love you."
"I love you too."

As the car starts moving, she reaches her hand out the window and keeps waving until she's out of sight.

"I should go start persuading them too."

I sit in the driver's seat of the remaining car, start the engine, search for Nonsan Training Center on the navigation, and begin driving.


* * *


"Secretary Park! Are you alright?"
"Does this look alright to you?"

Secretary Park, whose muscles are torn and left arm unusable, tears his clothes to secure it in place.

"How many survived?"

They had retreated all the way to Paju after being pushed back by monsters. Knowing many guild members died during the retreat, he asks.

"Including you and me, sir, 39 in total remain."
"...39?"

Out of 200 Cheonmun Guild members who came, only one-fifth survived. Secretary Park closes his eyes, completely drained.

"What about the bodies of the guild members?"
"Too many monsters were coming, so we couldn't recover them."
"Haa..."

I should have been more careful. I should have brought other S-rank Hunters from the beginning instead of coming alone. Numerous thoughts race through Secretary Park's mind as regret fills his heart.

"But there's good news. The entire Cheonmun force is heading here now."
"Is Agassi coming too?"
"Yes, the Guild Master is on her way, so if we hold out a little longer, we can maintain the front line again... Kuhek!"

A sword pierces through the body of the guild member reporting to Secretary Park.

【Hiiing!】

As the sword that impaled the guild member withdraws, the member collapses to the ground, revealing the monster's identity.

"Durahhan?"

It resembles the Death Knight from the SS-rank miasma-type dungeon, but instead of emitting black energy like the Death Knight, it emits a green light and cradles its severed head in its left hand.

"Sec-Secretary P... Kuluk."

The guild member who collapsed with a hole in his body tries desperately to hand his blood-covered phone to Secretary Park, but...

*Crunch*

"Aaaaargh!"

The hoof of the horse the Durahhan rides crushes the hand holding the phone.

"You fucking bastard!"

Secretary Park's eyes flip with rage as he tightly grips the dagger in his good right hand and charges at the Durahhan.

*Clang!*

【I shall feast after so long】

The Durahhan easily blocks Secretary Park's attack and speaks—something monsters haven't done until now.

"You can talk?"
【Did you think language was your exclusive domain?】

Hearing the Durahhan's words, Secretary Park bites down hard on the dagger in his right hand and draws another one.

【Grrrr】
【Kieeek!】
【Kuheung】

At that moment, various monsters begin approaching from behind the Durahhan, causing Secretary Park's face to turn pale.

*I'm going to die here.*

Unlike in Iceland, this time he's certain he'll die. Thinking of his family, he tenses his entire body to kill as many as possible before the end.

*Swoosh*

【Worthless creatures. This human is my prey. Don't touch him carelessly】

The Durahhan slashes one of the approaching monsters, declaring to the others that Secretary Park is his prey.

【Kuwowowo!】
【I don't care how many of you vermin this human has killed】

An ogre that appeared from behind roars at the Durahhan, but when the Durahhan points his sword at it, the ogre slowly backs away.

【Now, human. Let's see how delicious you are】

The green light flashes from the eyes in the head cradled in the Durahhan's left hand, and the horse it rides charges at Secretary Park.

*Clang!*

To block the charge, Secretary Park infuses the dagger in his hand with shadow, extending it in all directions, and shakes his head as he blocks the incoming long sword.

"...Ugh."

The Durahhan's monstrous strength knocks out all the teeth holding Secretary Park's dagger, sending him flying backward. Despite crying out, he continues controlling the shadows emanating from his dagger with his right hand.

【You employ such petty tricks】

The Durahhan looks at the approaching shadows, mutters something, then his sword bursts into flames and cuts through all the shadows.

"You bastard. Didn't see this coming?"

Secretary Park suddenly emerges from the cut shadows and swings his right arm, slashing at the head cradled in the left arm.

*Swish*

And Secretary Park, who has collapsed with his teeth knocked out, becomes fluid and is sucked into the shadow of the successful attacker.

【Oh? That was somewhat impressive. But】

The head that was split in two reattaches to its original form.

【I am of the immortal kin. Such attacks cannot kill me】
"Shit."

Seeing the unaffected Durahhan, Secretary Park tries to devise a new strategy when...

"How about this?"

A clear voice rings out from the distance, and a black orb drops onto the Durahhan.

Ch.170 - Seoul (3)
**What is this...!**

The small black orb begins to rapidly compress the moment it touches Durahan.

**Aaaaargh!**

After letting out a miserable scream, it finally meets its demise.

"How can you call yourself my secretary when you're struggling against a monster like that?"

Park Secretary, overjoyed to see her with her indifferent expression, slumps to the ground.

"I must be getting old. I'm not what I used to be."
"Don't talk nonsense. You were decent enough just last year. How could you deteriorate this badly in just one year?"

Having been pushed back to Paju over half a day, desperately trying to save even one guild member, he gives a bitter smile.

"Thank you for saving me."
"It's annoying having to save you every time. Why didn't you just die?"
"Please understand. If I die, who will assist you, Agassi?"
"You certainly know what to say."

Even as they speak, monsters surge forward like a flood, surrounding the Cheonmun Guild.

"Oh my?"

After carefully examining the monsters, she makes a dumbfounded expression.

"What is that?"

She asks Park Secretary, who's being helped to his feet by a guild member, about a monster that looks like a horse with massive wings.

"It's a Pegasus."
"From Greek and Roman mythology?"
"We can't be certain yet, but most likely."

Though it closely resembles a Pegasus, he doesn't make a definitive judgment.

**Neeeigh**

The Pegasus that had been floating in the sky descends to the ground, folds its massive wings, and walks out from among the monsters.

Snap.

As she watches it approach confidently, she snaps her fingers, and black flames begin to engulf the Pegasus's body.

**Neeeeeigh!**

Realizing its body is burning, the Pegasus raises its front legs and spreads its folded wings, causing all the flames attached to its body to be extinguished.

"It's resilient, probably because it's a mythical creature."
"Agassi, you shouldn't overuse your Abilities."

Park Secretary, receiving treatment for his completely torn left arm, worries as she prepares to use her Ability again.

"It's fine."

Who was she? Wasn't she at the pinnacle of Hunters?
So she thinks the child in her womb should be able to withstand this much as she reuses her Compression Ability on the charging Pegasus.


* * *


I wonder how it turned out. Following the guidance of Lee Secretary, who had been anxiously waiting for me, I head to where the assembled executives are gathered.

"Since marrying the Cheonmun Guild Master, it seems he looks down on us."
"Isn't that how all born C-rank Hunters are? Riding on his wife's coattails, he seems to think he's something special. Let's show him exactly who we are."
"I fully support that opinion. This youngster who doesn't know his place has become Association President and can't see anything clearly."

As I arrive at the meeting place, the executives' conversation reaches my ears.

"Hello, everyone."
"We're not doing so well."
"Why did you call us?"
"Don't tell me you're going back on your word after deciding not to send support to Seoul?"

The executives mock my greeting despite knowing I heard their conversation, but I calmly take the empty Association President's seat.

"Have you all been well?"
"I told you, we haven't been doing well. Are you deaf?"

A middle-aged man with a bald head snorts and slams his palm on the desk.

"It's unfortunate that you haven't been doing well while staying in the rear where there are no monsters."

Really, how unfortunate.

"But Executive Sa Hwi-Ji, what were you doing that made you so unwell? Don't tell me you were entering Dungeons and hunting monsters while safely positioned in the rear?"
"Why should I do that?"

He boldly asks why he should do such a thing.

"Aren't you an Association executive and the Hyeol-ri Guild Master? As I understand it, the Hyeol-ri Guild wasn't deployed from Seoul and came down here with full strength under the pretext of being an Association executive. If that's the case, shouldn't you be clearing Dungeons in this area, even if you can't hunt all day like the guilds on the front lines?"

There are two conditions for becoming an Association executive.
First, being a veteran Hunter who joined when the Association was first established.
Second, entering as a Guild Master.

"For Kim Young-Seok to say such things while comfortably hiding behind his wife's skirt seems hypocritical to me. What do you think?"

Another executive defends the Hyeol-ri Guild Master and belittles me with a sneer.

"Isn't that going too far?"

But just as there are executives who dislike me, there are those who like me, and they step forward to point out the excessive behavior.

"Hmph. I've been quiet until now, but look at how they try to find fault and wag their tails."
"You!"
"What? Was I too harsh? Oh, I see. The connection to the Cheonmun Guild Master and Association President is a golden rope, so if you look good now, you might get some scraps? How enviable. We're all the same rank executives, but some can secure benefits while others lose their Seoul base and have to start over in the provinces. It seems unfair, don't you think?"

The face of the executive who defended me turns bright red as he jumps up from his seat.

"Scraps? Do you think I'm kissing the Association President's ass?!"
"Aren't you?!"

The sneering executive also stands up and shouts at him.

After watching the scene indifferently, I raise my hand.

"Come on, everyone, please calm down."
"How can we calm down when you're trying to send us to Seoul where there's nothing to gain?"

Another executive shouts at me.

So this is the Association.

The Hunter Association, originally created with good intentions.
An organization created for Hunters who hunt monsters in Dungeons has now transformed into an organization focused on securing even the smallest personal benefits.

Perhaps the continuation of such an Association has created a world full of injustice.

*Let's change it.*

I had intended to remain quiet until the moment I took this seat, if there was still some conscience left.

There are sayings like "Even a rotten fish can be good" and "Even a bankrupt chaebol lasts three generations." I wanted to believe in them, but these people show no signs of rehabilitation.

"Everyone, could you please be quiet?"

Slowly but firmly, I speak to them, and they stop shouting, breathing heavily as they turn their attention to me.

"You said earlier that I'm safely under my wife's protection while sending you to dangerous places, right?"
"Isn't it true? Deny it if it's not."

The executive who said that flares up again, challenging me to deny it.

"That's correct."
"See, I told you."
"Association President!"

The executive nods with a vile smile, while those who support me call out to me in unison.

*It's true.*

For the child. For Cha Ah-Ram. I didn't go to Seoul, but the meaning is the same, isn't it?

"It's true, and I have no intention of denying it. Because as of this moment, all personnel affiliated with the Association will immediately head to Seoul."
"Association President! Are you disrespecting us?"
"Why should we all go to Seoul together?"
"Just because you're sitting in the Association President's seat doesn't mean everything will go your way! Have you already forgotten that we gave you that authority?"

They all rise from their seats, pointing fingers and bulging veins in their necks.

"What's the problem? Even I, who was hiding safely like a rat, am going up. Why are you all refusing to go?"
"Because the World Hunter Association has already provided support, so there's no need for us to go!"
"With so many guilds already on the front lines, our presence would only cause confusion, so we're thinking of providing solid support from behind."

What bullshit.
Aren't they just trying to reduce the strength of the guilds on the front lines while preserving their own because those guilds are stronger than them?

Clap. Clap. Clap.

I applaud, moved by their words.

"You're all truly amazing. Supporting from the rear? Staying quietly here because your presence would cause confusion? You fucking bastards. Who do you think you're treating like an idiot?"
"Y-you're cursing at us... Aaaaargh!"

The moment one of the insulted executives tries to protest, his body is immediately slammed into the floor.

"I was going to overlook what you've all been doing if you'd cooperated and gone to Seoul together."

As his body is forced deeper into the cement floor, breaking it, I approach and step on his back.

"It seems you won't even pretend to comply unless blood is shed?"

Crack.

"Oh, I accidentally applied too much force?"

When I put pressure on his back with my foot, the executive's spine shatters, and he foams at the mouth.

"I've forgotten everything I just said. Can someone remind me?"

I look at them with a kind smile.

"If you use force..."

Crunch.

His head is crushed under pressure, then bursts, splattering its contents around the room.

Tap tap tap.

"You know, I wasn't originally like this."

Humans are thinking animals.
So I once thought they could change someday.

But.

"After spending time with a certain someone, I realized how to handle humans effectively."

There's no time for rehabilitation in this urgent situation, so without delay, I make them see blood.

"Anyone else want to speak? By the way, if you attack and kill me, whoever does it becomes the Association President."

I provoke them as I remove my foot from the back of the executive with the broken spine and step on his head, ending his life.

Ch.171 - Seoul (4)
The officials finally submitted to Kim Young-Seok's power.

"Then I'll take it that everyone is going."

The officials averted their gazes from Kim Young-Seok, who was wiping another official's blood from his face while smiling coldly.

"Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik."
"Yes."

He was the only one who didn't avoid Kim Young-Seok's gaze.

"Would you please compile a list of guilds associated with these officials who are working so hard for our country?"
"Yes, I understand."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik left the conference room after receiving the order.

Kim Young-Seok sat back down, crossed his legs, and looked over the standing officials.

"What are you doing? Aren't we having a meeting?"
"......"

The officials immediately took their seats.

In the silent conference room, the officials who had been feeling suffocating fear whenever they saw Kim Young-Seok's smiling face finally remembered someone.

*That Cha Ah-Ram woman changed him completely.*
*Who was the bastard who said we could ignore him because he lived as a C-rank Hunter for ten years?*

They exchanged glances, silently screaming at each other.

"Hmm..."

Humming to himself while waiting for Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik to return, Kim Young-Seok rested his arms on the desk.

"By the way, officials, did I really seem that easy to push around?"
"N-no, not at all."
"I clearly heard you all talking behind my back earlier, so don't deny it."

Kim Young-Seok, who had been smiling brightly, pointed his finger at the official sitting closest to him.

"Official, please answer me. Did you say I'm under Ah-Ram's thumb?"

Kim Young-Seok didn't want to go this far, but if he let this slide, similar incidents would likely occur in the future. He was determined to see this through to establish his authority.

"T-that..."

The official couldn't speak freely, knowing he might end up like the two officials who had just died.

"Please answer."

Though Kim Young-Seok already knew why the official had said such things, he demanded an answer. The official squeezed his eyes shut.

"I apologize. I thought other officials would agree if I said that."
"Is that so? Then can you tell me which officials agreed with you? Who? Who agreed with what you said?"

Kim Young-Seok swept his cold gaze across the room, causing all officials to lower their heads.

"It seems like no one did. Were you lying to me?"

When no one stepped forward, Kim Young-Seok turned back to the official he had pointed at, putting pressure on him.

"Y-you guys. Didn't you all agree with me earlier?"

Fearing he might follow the dead officials, the man appealed to the others, but none would even look at him.

"Hah..."

Watching this, the official looked at Kim Young-Seok with a defeated expression.

"Association President Kim Young-Seok. I talked behind your back because I dislike you. I did it alone. Now that you've heard what you wanted to hear, are you satisfied?"
"No, I'm not satisfied."

Kim Young-Seok switched to informal speech and tapped his finger on the desk.

"If you're going to gossip and enjoy yourselves like this, what's the point of having an Association President? Doesn't the Association President have command authority over all Hunters in Korea? Aren't you all Hunters?"

With veins bulging in his neck, Kim Young-Seok stood up and began walking around the officials who had their heads bowed.

"You."

Kim Young-Seok stopped behind one official, leaned close to his ear.

"You've been sexually harassing my wife all along, haven't you? What was it you said? That she was just a prostitute who happened to be born with good abilities?"
"...H-how did you know that?"

The official was shocked, as he had only told this to his closest subordinates.

"You said she was pretty and you wanted to see her cry after knocking her down someday?"
"P-please spare me. If you let me live, I promise to help you in the future..."

Splat!

The official's head exploded as he was begging for his life with a pale face, splattering blood everywhere.

"I was going to overlook everything you've done if you cooperated with me today, but seeing how you all behave, I think leaving you alone would only damage the Association's image."

Survival of the fittest. Kim Young-Seok hated this world where the strong took everything from the weak more than anyone.

*Evil must exist.*

But having Cha Ah-Ram by his side made him realize that while his previous actions weren't wrong, they were only second-best.

The best solution, he learned, was to rise to a position of power and remove those who oppressed the weak and took advantage through injustice.

Cha Ah-Ram. Despite her notorious reputation, he believed she was the reason Korea had come this far.

*Now it's my turn.*

Now that he had power, he couldn't keep depending on Cha Ah-Ram while cowering like a C-rank Hunter.

"I know there are worse bastards than the one who just died. I'd like to deal with them all..."

He suppressed his killing intent, knowing he couldn't kill everyone.

"I'm letting you live because you're still useful."
"......"

All the officials kept their mouths shut as Kim Young-Seok, who had always appeared weak, now showed his aggressive side with bloodshed.

"I know some of you officials have truly worked for the Association—no, for Korea."

As Kim Young-Seok scanned the officials, his fierce gaze softened when he saw Department Manager Kim Chi-Seok.

"But if we keep the mudfish, the water will never be clean. So, I'm giving you all one chance."

Seeing Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik enter the conference room with documents in hand, Kim Young-Seok gave them a warning and an opportunity.

"Hand over the authority of the guilds you operate. Of course, I'll only be taking temporary authority for this Seoul mission, so don't worry about giving it up permanently. Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik."
"Yes, Association President."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik approached Kim Young-Seok and respectfully handed him the documents, his expression unchanged despite the sunken floor and headless corpses in the once-clean conference room.

"Now, I'll give you your final choice."

Holding the documents and reading the list with his eyes, he gave them their last option.

"Please speak up if you can't give me authority over your guild."
"......"

None of the officials wanted to hand over the guilds they had built, but their desire to live was stronger, so no one spoke up.

"Very well. Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik, please distribute one sheet of this list to each official and have them sign a document temporarily transferring authority to me while we're in Seoul. I think we can use that blood instead of ink."

Kim Young-Seok pointed to the blood flowing from the headless corpse as he ordered the secretary to collect the signed documents.


* * *


While the officials were writing their statements, Kim Young-Seok left the conference room. Kim Chi-Seok, who had been waiting outside after receiving a signal earlier, paced anxiously before spotting Kim Young-Seok and rushing over.

"Young-Seok. I know you're not a bad kid, but don't you think you're being too forceful with the officials?"

He asked with a concerned voice while checking Kim Young-Seok's expression.

"Uncle Chi-Seok. When the country is in danger and they're only trying to protect their own interests, how can I not be forceful? I apologize for not telling you in advance, but I think I'll have to continue like this as long as I'm the Association President."

Kim Young-Seok apologized to Kim Chi-Seok with a regretful expression but declared that he would continue to be forceful during his tenure as Association President.

Hearing this, Kim Chi-Seok nodded.

"I understand. It's partly our fault for making you talk like this, so there's no need to apologize. But... what do you mean the country is in danger? Does it have something to do with the Seoul Wave?"

Officially, it was known that the monsters were being successfully held back by Hunters sent from the World Hunter Association along with guilds, raid parties, and parties in Seoul.

So Kim Chi-Seok, who didn't know about the unification and evolution of dungeons or Earth's purpose, asked Kim Young-Seok.

"Yes, the front line has collapsed."
"...What do you mean the front line collapsed? What are you saying?"

Kim Chi-Seok's face turned pale as he finally understood why Kim Young-Seok was being so forceful.

"Currently, some of the dungeons that erupted in Seoul are in the process of unification, and a small number are evolving. More than half of the Hunters defending the front line have lost their lives and been pushed back from the Seoul border to Paju."

Since there was no point in keeping secrets if the country was going to fall, Kim Young-Seok told Kim Chi-Seok the truth.

"That's why Cheonmun Guild issued a full mobilization order today and headed to Paju with all guild members and supplies to join the Hunters who are holding back the monsters."
"...So that's why you went this far."

Kim Chi-Seok lowered his head and spoke in a small voice.

"Yes, if we don't stop them now—no, even if we do stop them, the dungeons where Waves have erupted will continuously produce monsters, and the evolved dungeons will spawn monsters that are different from what we know, much more powerful. So the only option left is to throw all our forces at them in a short period and clear all the dungeons."

"We need to hurry."
"Yes, so please help me, Uncle Chi-Seok."
"Help you?"

Kim Chi-Seok, who was an Association official but only a B-rank Hunter, asked again after hearing Kim Young-Seok's request.

"You know the Hunters belonging to the guilds operated by the Guild Masters who are writing their statements right now, don't you?"
"...Are you asking me to persuade them?"
"Persuasion would take too much time."

Even if he threatened the Guild Masters and took over their authority, it would be useless if the guild members refused to go.

Killing them would only be self-destructive, so Kim Young-Seok, wanting to bring them along without bloodshed if possible, thought of Kim Chi-Seok, who had the best reputation within the Hunter Association.

"So when they arrive, please talk to them. Tell them the country is in danger. Ask them to help. Please."

Although Kim Chi-Seok could see that Kim Young-Seok was trying to use the connections he had built, he still nodded.

"...Alright. I don't know how much help I'll be, but I'll try my best to change their minds."
"Thank you so much."
"But in return..."

Kim Chi-Seok looked into Kim Young-Seok's eyes.

"Keep the promise you made when you took office as Association President."
"Of course."

Kim Young-Seok smiled brightly and firmly grasped Kim Chi-Seok's hand.

Ch.172 - Seoul (5)
I wondered what had happened to Cheonmun who went up ahead.

*If they're in the middle of fighting...*

I was dying of curiosity but afraid something might happen if they received my call during an attack. I clutched my phone anxiously without making the call.

"The Chuho Guild members under Officer Ha Bok-Hee have arrived."

Lee Myeong-Sik, who like me was holding his phone while working, reported to me.

"Any resistance?"
"They're being briefed on the current situation as soon as they arrive."

Uncle Chi-Seok will handle it well.

I firmly believed that.

"What about the other guilds?"

There are 30 officers affiliated with the Association. Since I killed three of them, only 27 remain, and among them, 19 serve as Guild Masters.

To establish a guild, you need at least twice as many Hunters as a raid party.

With a minimum of 100 Hunters per guild, 19 Guild Masters means over 1,900 Hunters converging on the Association.

*I hope nothing happens...*

Not wanting to spill any more meaningless blood, I just hoped they would quietly head to Seoul.


* * *


Nonsan Training Center Parade Ground.
The first to arrive, the Chuho Guild members, gathered at the training field.

"I heard they called us to send us up to Seoul?"
"Talk sense. Why would we go up? Our Guild Master will protect us."
"I heard our Guild Master already agreed to it."
"What's the truth here?"
"Let's just listen first."

As they were murmuring about why they'd been summoned to the parade ground...

"Chuho Guild members, it's nice to meet you all."

Kim Chi-Seok, who had been asked by Kim Young-Seok, climbed onto the platform and greeted them.

"Oh, it's the Department Manager."
"Good to see you."

Since no Hunter would fail to recognize Kim Chi-Seok, they welcomed the familiar face.

"The reason you've been gathered here is simple—the Association has finally decided to help Seoul."
"..."

The Chuho Guild members' expressions hardened at the news they would be going to Seoul.

"I'd like to speak with Guild Master Ha Bok-Hee."

A guild officer who had been mingling with the members asked for the Guild Master.

"That's not possible right now."
"Why not?"

At this sharp question, Kim Chi-Seok put down the megaphone, descended from the platform, and approached him.

"Would it make sense if I told you he's been detained?"
"...Detained?"
"Yes. Some of the Association's officers have disregarded the Association President's authority. You're here to pay the corresponding price for that."

Initially, he had planned to persuade them well, but ultimately these people shared the same mindset as their Guild Master—that's why they could remain peacefully far from Seoul. So he clearly explained why they had been summoned here.

"Corresponding price? We have no reason to pay any such price!"

The officer raised his voice, trying to gain support from the other guild members. Kim Chi-Seok watched this ploy and sighed.

"Then would you all prefer to die here?"
"...What are you saying? Is the Association threatening to kill us?"

Another officer stepped forward, glaring at Kim Chi-Seok with a raised voice.

"We don't need to kill you—you'll eventually die at the hands of monsters anyway."
"What are you talking about? What monsters?"

The guild members, unable to understand Park Chi-Seok's cryptic words, fired questions at him.

"Korea is on the path to destruction."
"There are other Hunters who went to Seoul, aren't there? With them there, why would the country collapse? Aren't you just trying to deceive us into becoming monster bait?"

The guild members shouted, refusing to believe his words, but Kim Chi-Seok wore a bitter expression.

"I wish I were deceiving you."
"More famous guilds and S-rank Hunters have already gone to help. How can we believe this?"
"They've already been declared dead."
"..."

At the mention of them being declared dead, the officers who had been trying to find fault with Kim Chi-Seok's words suddenly fell silent.

"Of the initial support sent to block the Seoul Wave—13 S-rank Hunters, 786 A-rank Hunters, 2,996 B-rank Hunters, and 43,227 lower-ranked Hunters—only a tiny fraction have survived. Even among the 13 S-rank Hunters, 10 have already died."

Even excluding the Hunters sent by the World Hunter Association, an enormous number had flocked to Seoul to stop the dungeons, but over half had lost their lives or been disabled.

"And today, the Cheonmun Guild, having realized the severity of the situation, has moved all their forces to Paju. Even with Cha Ah-Ram, the Cheonmun Guild Master, going up personally, we've determined we need more support, which is why we called you. Do you understand the situation now?"

The guild members' faces turned pale as they finally understood everything Kim Chi-Seok was saying.

"Are you telling us to enter hell?"
"Hell?"

Kim Chi-Seok glared at the guild member who had mentioned hell, approached him, and grabbed his collar.

"What's the meaning of our existence?"
"..."
"Hunter Code, Article 1, Section 3: A Hunter who has awakened abilities and registered with the Association must eradicate monsters no matter what. Have you forgotten this?"
"No..."

The guild member tried to avoid the gaze of Kim Chi-Seok, who recited the Hunter Code with fire in his eyes, but Kim forcibly grabbed his chin and made him meet his gaze.

"We've always lived beside death. But after just a few years as a Hunter, you've grown complacent and call the sacred duty of killing monsters 'hell'?! Are you really a Hunter?"
"...I'm sorry."

When the guild member finally apologized, Kim Chi-Seok roughly released his collar.

"The purpose of Hunters' existence is to hunt monsters."

Taking a step back, Kim Chi-Seok shouted.

"And the monsters we miss will destroy my family, my friends, my comrades, my country—everything. They are humanity's enemy. Even now, our families are in danger from the monsters pushing down from Seoul. Don't you have family in this land? Friends? Comrades? If not, you can sit this out. But..."

Kim Chi-Seok climbed back onto the platform, grabbed some A4 paper and pens he had prepared, came back down, and continued.

"If you're a Hunter with something to protect, stand once more beside death and protect your families."

He placed the A4 paper on the ground in front of them and stepped back.

"..."

The guild members who heard Kim Chi-Seok's words pondered what he had said for a long time, conflicted.

Thud. Thud.

After about a minute, one person came forward, took a sheet of paper and a pen, and sat down on the ground.

"What should I write here?"
"...A will."

At the word "will," the faces of those who hadn't yet made their choice darkened.

"If I write a will and die, will this definitely reach my family?"
"I stake my life on ensuring it does."

At Kim Chi-Seok's words, the guild member's eyes hardened with resolve as he began writing his will on the clean A4 paper.

Watching him, other guild members came forward one by one to write their wills, and their numbers gradually increased.
In the end, only three guild members remained standing.

"You won't go?"
"If we don't, will you kill us?"
"Didn't I already say we wouldn't kill you?"
"I'll go."

Though he said he would go, he didn't write a will like the others.

"There's still paper and pens left."
"I won't be writing a will."
"Why not?"
"My family has already been taken by monsters..."

The standing guild member's eyes reddened.

"There's no one left to read my will. That's why I won't write one."

Kim Chi-Seok, momentarily solemn, approached him and forcibly handed him paper and a pen.

"Write one anyway."
"But there's no one to—"
"I'll read it for you."
"What? But Department Manager Kim, my family is..."
"What does it matter if I'm not family? I'll acknowledge that you existed in this world. I'll keep the evidence of your final moments, so..."

Kim Chi-Seok patted the shoulder of the tearful guild member.

"Leave your precious footprints with me."

Kim Young-Seok, the current Association President.
When Kim Chi-Seok first met him, Young-Seok was an ill-mannered kid.
With only C-rank ability, he always insisted on being a damage dealer, refusing to be a Porter. Then one day, he came running to Chi-Seok.

*"Department Manager Kim Chi-Seok, please, send Hunters to my home."*

Young-Seok, who had clearly entered a dungeon that morning, was covered in wounds and pleading desperately. Finding this strange, Chi-Seok quickly investigated and discovered that a dungeon had formed beneath Young-Seok's house, swallowing the entire building.

That day, Young-Seok lost his entire family, which had been his support. Though ill-mannered, his once-frequent smile disappeared, and he began throwing himself into even the smallest tasks as if being chased by something.

*"I'll do it."*
*"I'm the best Porter in the business. My ability is Weight Reduction, so you'll be satisfied if you use me."*
*"Where has a dungeon appeared? I'll go rescue them immediately."*
*"A bus carrying children has fallen into a dungeon entrance. Please include me in the subjugation team."*

The sorrow of failing to save his parents. For ten years, Kim Young-Seok had been running, sacrificing himself to escape that agony.

*This one's the same.*

And now, this guild member with eyes identical to Young-Seok's desperate gaze back then.

I pray I won't have to read his will...

Ch.173 - The One And Only Gravity Manipulator (1)
Kim Young-Seok prepares in the Association President's office, which he hadn't visited while working from home until the guild executives gathered.

"How many have assembled?" he asks Lee Myeong-Sik, his secretary, having returned to his usual gentle demeanor unlike his behavior in the conference room.

"About half so far."
"Half means how many?"
"Approximately 2,000 people."

The number is higher than Kim Young-Seok expected.

*How much have they been skimming off...*

While the Cheonmun Guild with Cha Ah-Ram is undoubtedly Korea's premier guild, several others rank within the world's top 100. There's the "Gaia" Guild that recruits only Hunters with physical abilities, the "Help" Guild for non-combat Hunters, and the "Fierce Attack" Guild composed of former military personnel.

Though overshadowed by Cheonmun, these guilds are internationally recognized. However, fame doesn't necessarily mean large membership. The more prestigious guilds tend to be selective, filtering out mediocre Hunters who then join less renowned guilds—with those run by the executives benefiting most from this arrangement.

"How long until everyone assembles?" he asks urgently, knowing Hunters are dying while they speak.

"At least an hour, I believe."
"...Are some guilds refusing the summons?"

Young-Seok knows the executives' guilds are based near Nonsan Training Center, so an hour's delay suggests resistance.

"Yes, including two guilds formerly run by the executives you killed."
"What's their combat strength?"
"No S-rank Hunters, but about 30 A-rank Hunters."

That's enough power to easily clear S-rank dungeons, assuming they haven't evolved.

*I must bring them along no matter what.*

While weaker Hunters have their uses, strong ones are absolutely essential.

"Use whatever means necessary to gather everyone within the hour."
"...Whatever means, sir?"

A cold smile appears on Lee Myeong-Sik's face, who had maintained a stoic expression even when viewing the executives' corpses.

"We don't have time for cheerleading. Bring those refusing the summons by any means necessary."
"May I use your name, then?"

Young-Seok meets his secretary's gaze.

"...Will using my name bring them?"
"Yes, it will. Actually, anyone living in Korea would respond to such a summons."

The secretary answers confidently.

*He's surely planning to use my name with ill intent.*

Despite working with Lee Myeong-Sik for some time, Young-Seok still can't read his true intentions. After brief consideration, he nods in approval.

***

An hour later, there's a knock at the door.

"Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik. May I come in?"
"Enter."

Lee Myeong-Sik opens the door and steps inside.

"All Hunters affiliated with the Association and those from the executives' guilds have assembled."

All assembled? How did he manage that? Even selling my name, I didn't expect complete attendance.

Is Lee Myeong-Sik that competent? Or did he use my name to threaten them?

Though puzzled, I stand from my chair since everyone has gathered.

"What about the buses I requested?"
"We've urgently secured 150 buses nearby, with more on the way."
"Good work."

Now all that remains is heading to Seoul.

"Where is everyone gathered?"
"Waiting at the parade ground."
"Let's go there."

I head to the parade ground with Lee Myeong-Sik. Upon arrival, I see countless Hunters filling the area.

There really are a lot of them.

"Hello everyone. I'm Kim Young-Seok, the one who called you here."

I take the microphone on the platform and address the Hunters.

"The reason for this emergency assembly is to clear the dungeons in Seoul."

Despite feeling thousands of gazes burning into me, I continue.

"I understand many of you were brought here against your will. But we cannot remain idle when our country faces possible destruction, which is why I'm taking you all to Seoul."

How many of these people will survive when even stronger guilds are suffering heavy casualties?

Hell... that's the right word.

I'm leading thousands of Hunters to the gates of hell.

Yet I've decided to shoulder all responsibility because the situation is too dire to remain passive.

"I won't lie to you. I can't guarantee how many of you will survive. But we must fight to protect our families."

I notice some Hunters lowering their heads, fearing death.

"I apologize. But we are Hunters. We kill monsters and protect innocent citizens. I won't ask for your understanding."

After a brief pause, I conclude:

"Fight with everything you have. Even as death approaches, use your ability one more time. Let's dedicate ourselves to our homeland, our future, and our families."

I shout these words to them while thinking of Cha Ah-Ram.

***

In Paju, Gyeonggi Province, the city center is piled with monster and Hunter corpses, with no intact areas visible. Thunderous sounds have been shaking the entire city since last night.

"Where are the healing Hunters?"
"We need physical-type Hunters to fill this gap now!"
"Hold the line! If we retreat, it's over!"

Behind walls made of corpses, numerous Hunters use their awakened abilities against countless monsters.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

[GROOOOAR!]

When a 5-meter cyclops appears among the monsters:

"Cyclops! Telekinesis-type Hunters to the front!"

A Cheonmun executive directs the battle, watching the cyclops lift a destroyed mansion to throw at them.

WHOOOSH!

The cyclops hurls the mansion at the Hunters who are holding the line with walls of monster and Hunter corpses.

"Now!"

At the executive's command, the telekinesis Hunters use their abilities so intensely that their noses bleed.

THUD...!

Thanks to their sacrifice, the flying mansion stops in mid-air before crashing down on a dense cluster of monsters.

But the monsters give no time to rest, regrouping on top of the fallen house and charging at the Hunters again.

"AAAAARGH!"

Monsters dig claws and teeth into the physical-type Hunters maintaining the front line. Flying monsters snatch exposed Hunters and snap their necks.

Though they're barely holding back the monsters, Hunter casualties are mounting at an alarming rate.

"We won't last the day at this rate."

As increasingly powerful monsters keep appearing endlessly, even the elite Cheonmun Guild members look grim.

"Perhaps we should abandon Paju, retreat, and regroup?"

Members of Cheonmun Guild's Strategy Planning Department discuss options as they observe the seemingly hopeless battlefield.

"Is there anywhere left to retreat from Paju?"

Currently, Cheonmun's forces are divided between two locations. One group went to Seongnam to protect evacuees in southern Korea, while the other is here in Paju.

They chose Paju because of the airports in Incheon and Gimpo. Though monsters now occupy these areas, they need to break through somehow to ensure safe passage for Hunters coming from the World Hunter Association.

But reality is harsh.

Far from breaking through, they keep getting pushed back.

"What if we move the battlefield to Uijeongbu?"
"Wouldn't that mean surrendering Gimpo and Incheon?"
"We just received word that there will be no more support from the World Hunter Association for the Hunters who went to Seongnam."
"...No more support?"

This means they must hold out with only government-directed Hunters and guilds.

"Where is Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"
"He's resting now."

Cha Ah-Ram commands in Seongnam, while Kim Se-Bong has command authority here.

"If he's resting, that means we're in for at least two rough hours..."

Kim Se-Bong, with his ability to summon holy swords, performed remarkably on the battlefield but eventually succumbed to the sheer number of monsters.

Concluding that abandoning Incheon and Gimpo might not be a bad choice if no more international support is coming, the executive orders:

"Send word to Agassi that we're abandoning Paju and heading to Uijeongbu."
"Yes, sir."

The executive who made the decision watches anxiously as the guild member sends the message.

"...She says to hold out a little longer."
"Hold out here any longer?"

The executive's expression darkens as he watches Cheonmun members, other guild members, and volunteer Hunters continue to die in real-time.

"Did she give a reason?"
"...She says support is coming."
"Support? Didn't you just say there's no more international support? What support is she talking about?"
"...The Hunter Association."

The executive looks at the guild member with frustration.

"Look, you just said they're not coming—"

BOOOOOM!

Suddenly, the ground where the monsters stand and all surrounding areas are crushed by some force, causing a massive explosion.

"...Young Master is leading a support unit that broke through monsters in Hwa-Seong, Ansan, Incheon, and Gimpo... It's Young Master!"

The guild member who was continuing his report spots Kim Young-Seok floating in the air.

CRUNCH.

As Kim Young-Seok brings his hand down, all buildings in the city and the swarming monsters are forcibly flattened.

"..."

The battlefield, previously filled with screams and thunderous sounds, suddenly falls silent. With no more monsters charging, the Hunters look up at Kim Young-Seok who created this situation.

"...Gravity ability."

Witnessing the gravity ability that instantly elevated Kim Young-Seok to S-rank Hunter status, the Hunters' gloomy expressions give way to hope.

Ch.174 - The One And Only Gravity Manipulator (2)
At first, I was preparing to go to Seongnam where Cha Ah-Ram was, but...

*Ahjussi, could you please help Paju instead of worrying about me?*

When I finally received the call I'd been waiting for, she asked me to support Paju.

*But you're not in Paju.*

Initially, I was going to refuse her request to support Paju after hearing she had gone to Seongnam, but...

*Please help my guild members.*

How could I refuse when she, who was always confident in her abilities, was asking me to help her guild members?

*...Alright. Once Paju is stabilized, I'll head straight to Seongnam.*
*I miss you too, Ahjussi, so you need to come quickly.*

Immediately, I changed my route from Seongnam.

"Are you saying we should head up toward Hwa-Seong?" asked Lee Myeong-Sik, the Secretary who was riding with me in the lead vehicle of the Association convoy.

"Shouldn't we be catching the monsters coming down from Paju?"

He questioned my reasoning for going to Hwa-Seong while raising a valid point.

"The Cheonmun Guild split their forces in half to protect Incheon and Gimpo near Paju, but it seems Paju is struggling."
"Then I'll send word to those behind us."
"Yes."

I changed our destination to Hwa-Seong to avoid going through Seoul.

While speeding along after changing course to Hwa-Seong, something caught my eye from the lead vehicle.

"......"
"Association President, please give us directions."

When Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik also noticed the numerous monsters blocking our path, he quickly hit the brakes and asked me for instructions.

"It seems the monsters haven't detected our position yet. Could you launch the drone?"
"Yes, sir."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik rushed out of the driver's seat and ran to the bus with the drone. I also got out of the vehicle and prepared for the possibility that the monsters might detect our position and attack.

Whirrrrr.

While I was checking the monsters' movements, a drone took off and quickly flew toward where the monsters were gathered.

"Association President. Here it is."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik showed me the screen displaying what the drone was capturing.

As the drone continued showing the numerous monsters and the path we needed to take...

"Wait. Could you show me that location we just passed again?"

Something caught my eye on the screen, but it happened too quickly for me to see clearly. When I asked Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik to show the previous location again, he skillfully maneuvered the drone back to where we had been and moved forward slowly this time.

"There. Stop right there."

When he showed the place I had noticed earlier, I told him to stop and stared intently at the screen.

"...What is that?"

The drone showed a depression in the ground that looked strangely familiar, making me ponder for a while.

"Maybe it's nothing? Let's move the drone back to the direction we need to go... Shit."

As I was about to tell him to move the drone because I couldn't remember what it was, a massive mouth suddenly emerged from the sunken ground.

"It's a Great Worm."

Of course it looked familiar—I had even been swallowed by a Great Worm in the Miasma-Type Dungeon I'd explored with Ah-Ram.

"One shouldn't be a problem."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik's confident declaration.

But is that really true?

It's common knowledge that boss monsters don't leave their boss rooms in dungeons. So what's the standard for monsters that do come out? Scholars have classified them as normal-type monsters.
Normal-type monsters, elite monsters, and boss monsters—these are the three classifications. Normal-type monsters are the most commonly generated in dungeons, which is why they make up the largest portion when a Wave occurs.

Then there are elite monsters.
Why are they called "elite"?
Unlike normal monsters, they aren't mass-produced, but they can leave dungeons—hence the name "elite."

*The Great Worm is definitely classified as an elite monster.*

According to my monster knowledge, it's classified as elite. But what if it came from an evolved dungeon? And what if in that evolved dungeon, the Great Worm's value wasn't elite but normal?

"Could you rotate the drone in place once?"

With an ominous feeling that there might be more than one, I asked Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik.

"There's nothing else."
"...I see."

Was I just being paranoid?
It seems that Great Worm we saw earlier was the only one.

The drone, which had been stationary, began moving again, flying toward Ansan from Hwa-Seong.

"...There's a gargoyle too."

While checking the types of monsters captured by the drone, a gargoyle appeared on screen.

Gargoyles look similar to wyverns but are stone statues, so they can't fly.

Still, they're classified as elite because they're not made of ordinary stone and can withstand most Hunter abilities.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

"The drone can't go any further now."

The drone controller in Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik's hand sounded an alarm.

"You can recall the drone now..."

Just then, something massive appeared on screen and smashed the drone with its enormous beak.

"A griffin..."

Knowing the identity of the monster that attacked the drone, I pondered our next move.

"Shall we break through? Or turn back?"
"...This isn't a decision I should make alone. Could you call the other executives?"

At my request, Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik quickly gathered the executives who were waiting for our orders in the other buses.

Once all the executives who came with us had assembled, I explained the current situation by showing them the recorded footage from the drone.

"How can we arrive more quickly?"

I posed the question to them as they deliberated.

"If you want to travel safely, we should break through the monsters."

The Fist Guild Master, who was also a senior executive of the Association, expressed his opinion while avoiding my gaze.

"Are there any other opinions?"
"If it were me, I'd go around."
"Why?"

Kim Chi-Seok, the only one making direct eye contact with me, responded when I asked for his reasoning.

"I heard the Hunters in Paju need support as soon as possible."

That was what Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik had told the other executives earlier.

"If we eliminate all the monsters before heading up, our rear will be secure. But it will take too much time. Just from what we saw, there are at least 100,000 monsters. I think going around would save time."

Two opinions.
It's not about right or wrong—the choice is between providing quick support or advancing slowly while securing our rear.

*Of course we need to save time.*

Paju, commanded by Hunter Kim Se-Bong. We need to get there quickly to help, then immediately head back down to Seongnam.

"Let's go around."
"...Look at him immediately agreeing because it's his own line. Why did he even call us here?"

I hear an executive muttering quietly, but now is not the time to respond to every comment. So I decide to ignore it for now and inform all the bus drivers that we're turning back.


* * *


The vehicles and buses speed along the highway, passing through areas free of monsters.

"It's too quiet."

Unlike earlier when we saw monsters, now there's not a single one in sight, as if they were just illusions.

"We'll arrive in Ansan soon."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik, driving while checking the navigation, reports to me.

"If nothing happens, we'll head straight up."

Even as we leave the highway and approach Ansan, everything remains eerily quiet.

*This feels ominous.*

We're not walking quietly—we're traveling in vehicles making loud engine noises. Monsters with enhanced hearing should have detected us and attacked by now, but there's not even a hint of that happening.

"At this rate, we should arrive within an hour."

As we pass through Ansan, which gives off the atmosphere of a ghost town with no monsters or residents in sight, and continue advancing toward Paju...

Thump.

Screeeech.

When something gets caught in our vehicle's wheels, Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik hits the brakes. As our vehicle stops, the buses following us also brake and come to a halt.

"I'll check it out."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik opens the door and goes out to check what got caught in the wheel.
Five seconds later? He returns to the vehicle with a serious expression.

"It's a slime."
"What kind?"

A slime here? No, even if there were, slimes are basically made of water, so they shouldn't get caught in wheels.
But there are various types of slimes.

"It seems to be a stone slime."

Stone slime. It's a type of slime that eats dungeon walls and accumulates stones inside its body.

"How big is it?"
"About the size of a very small pebble. That's why I didn't notice it before running over it."

This is troublesome.

"If we continue like this, all the vehicles' tires risk puncturing."

We could reach Paju in an hour if we increased our speed now...

"What would you like to do?"

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik asks me as I contemplate.

"Hmm... How about this?"

After thinking for a while, a good idea suddenly comes to mind, and I share it with Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik.

"That sounds good. I'll inform the others of the plan."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik also actively agrees with my opinion and uses his phone to relay the content I just mentioned to all the executives.

Ch.175 - The One And Only Gravity Manipulator (3)
Kim Young-Seok's idea was to concentrate all the Hunters' abilities in one place to sweep away the monsters and break through.

A gamble with high risk compared to the return. But since there was nothing better for saving time, all the executives who received the call agreed.

However, a problem arose. After using their abilities, they would need to quickly get back on the bus and rush through the cleared path, which would take too much time.

"What if we tear off the roof?"
"That's good! Since we're Hunters, we don't really need a roof anyway."

The suggestion to tear off the bus roof and use abilities while still aboard gained support, and they ultimately decided on that plan.

"Phew..."

Though I had been consistently training my gravity ability since capturing the Doomsday organization's President, my heart trembled at the thought of using it against so many monsters.

"Stay calm."

Although I'd spent most of my Hunter life as a Porter, it wasn't like I'd never fought monsters.

"Just do it like before."

The day I went to Seoul to retrieve Han-Seok from the dungeon.
Cha Ah-Ram told me that my ability increases explosively when I get angry.

A completely different mechanism from using ability with a calm mind, but...

I close my eyes, spread both hands forward.

I recall the moment in my life when I was most angry. How I stabbed my parents in the heart with my complaints that morning, not knowing it would be our last goodbye.
And my rage toward Doomsday for bombing Seoul. Dwelling on these thoughts, I open my eyes and use the gravity ability engraved in my soul.

『………』

The horizon that had been hidden by tall buildings and monsters. As the world distorts, that unseen horizon glimmers for a moment.

"......"

The Hunters who were preparing to use their abilities and Lee Myeong-Sik watching from beside me—their mouths open naturally.

『BOOM!』

The world becomes silent as if time has stopped. The distorted horizon levels out, and the delayed thunderous sound bursts the eardrums of the dazed Hunters.

"...So this is a gravity ability user."

Lee Myeong-Sik's muttering, blood flowing from his ears, brings my mind back from the daze caused by excessive ability use.

"We need to move now."

Though I can hardly believe what just happened myself, I urge him to start driving since all visible obstacles have disappeared. Only then does Secretary Lee step on the accelerator, pushing to maximum speed.

"...If the Association President could sweep everything away alone, you didn't need to tell the other Hunters."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik, driving at over 200 km/h, asks me as I endure the headache from overusing my ability.

"I-I didn't know either."

I answer, naturally grimacing from the splitting headache.

"Indeed, gravity ability users shouldn't be judged carelessly."
"What? Could you repeat that?"

I ask him to repeat himself since I couldn't hear his quiet voice through the ringing in my ears, but he just smiles without answering.


* * *


All the Hunters on the bus stare blankly at the vehicle leading the way.

"So that's the Association President's true ability..."

As one executive holds his hair fluttering in the wind coming through the torn roof, another speaks.

"He's still young, so if we train him properly, he'll be an excellent shield for us."
"...You want to train that?"

The executive sitting next to him makes a dumbfounded expression.

"You must have forgotten that three executives died in the meeting room because of your age."

Another executive, formerly from Cheonmun Guild before establishing his own guild and joining the Association, mocks the one who mentioned age.

But even the mocking executive's shirt is soaked with sweat.

*She might be stronger than the Guild Master...*

He recalls Cha Ah-Ram with her overwhelming power.
Compression ability. The cheat-like ability to compress any object.
Since abilities first appeared, only Cha Ah-Ram possessed compression.
And Cheonmun Guild. Even her other abilities, known only to a select few, are no less impressive in supporting her compression ability.

Cha Ah-Ram is strong. The executive who never thought she would lose to anyone or any monster had his beliefs completely shattered by the gravity ability he just witnessed.

"Ahem, I believe their deaths were justified."

As he clears his throat in response to the mockery, his luxurious hair flies away, revealing a shiny bald head.

"It seems your hair died long ago too, Executive. Was that justified as well?"
"......"

The face of the executive whose hair—no, wig—flew away turns bright red.

"Are you trying to personally attack me? I'm genuinely concerned about the Association."

Concerned about the Association. The Hunters on the bus sneer at the executive's words.

"You're not thinking about absorbing the guilds of the dead executives, are you?"
"Well, if you keep picking fights, I'll stop talking to you."

The bald executive snaps back at the persistent questioning.

"Come on, things are getting too heated... Let's sort this out calmly. So how do you plan to control that monster?"

One of the executives who opposed Kim Young-Seok becoming Association President throws out a topic.

"...Control?"

Kim Chi-Seok, who had been quiet since Kim Young-Seok's gravity ability was displayed, regains focus.

"Someone listening might think the Association President is a machine that moves according to the executives' whims."

He sharply criticizes their behavior.

"Of course, we're not disrespecting the President's authority, but too much power could be bad for all of us, so we're just suggesting caution."

But another executive who resents Kim Young-Seok for "stealing" the Association President position with Cheonmun's backing adds support to the idea of control.

*...It's rotten.*

Watching this, Kim Chi-Seok contemplates the direction the Association should take after clearing the dungeon that erupted in Seoul.


* * *


An hour?
Having swept away all the monsters occupying Ansan, we arrive near Paju at an even faster pace.

"I don't think we can continue by vehicle anymore."
"Let's park the vehicles somewhere monsters won't find them and proceed on foot."

Kim Young-Seok, stepping out of the vehicle alone, focuses on the Cyclops visible ahead.

[Me - Ah-Ram, we've arrived.]

I take out my phone and text her.

Ding!

As soon as I send it, my phone alerts me.

[My Love - Thanks for helping me~♡]

"...That's disappointing."

You say thanks and send an empty heart?

[Me - Why an empty heart? Hurry and fill it with color.]

I send my disappointment in the message.

[My Love - ♥♥♥ Better? I love you, Ahjussi.]
[Me - I love you too♥]

My lips naturally curl upward, but I don't notice as I put my phone in my pocket when Association members approach after parking the vehicles and buses in places where monsters won't detect them.

"From now on, we'll proceed by eliminating as many monsters surrounding that area as possible."

BOOM.

As the ground shakes with a faint explosion sound, I point toward its source.

Even at this moment, many Hunters must be dying in confrontations with monsters.

"We don't have time, so let's skip everything and go straight into battle."

Though I used excessive ability earlier, I've recovered significantly during the drive. I start flying by using gravity on my body.

"This is difficult..."

I had trained flying at Cheonmun Guild's training ground. Of course, since gravity only works vertically, I couldn't move horizontally without scientific help.

So I asked Cha Ah-Ram, and she researched installing boosters in my shoes, providing me with booster-equipped shoes just three days later.

WHOOSH───

I bend my knees to point my soles backward and activate the boosters in my shoes. Flames burst from the heels, propelling my floating body forward.

As I fly to join the Hunters commanded by Kim Se-Bong, I spot a Cyclops tearing an entire house off and throwing it at the Hunters.

"...No choice."

I wanted to minimize ability use, but seeing the situation becoming critical, I once again summon emotions of anger and sadness, focusing to ensure my ability affects only the monsters surrounding the Hunters.

BOOM──!

Unlike before, I couldn't make the entire city disappear like dust, but the monsters surrounding the Hunters are shattered by my gravity ability.

"...Ah."

As a ringing sound fills my head and dizziness sets in, I immediately release the gravity and descend to the ground. In the distance, Hunters come running.

"Young-Seok!"

At the front is Kim Se-Bong, his body wrapped in bandages. Seeing him, I finally relax and smile.

"...I'm coming to meet you now."

With those words, the thread of reason I'd been barely holding onto snaps from repeatedly using excessive ability.

Ch.176 - The One And Only Gravity Manipulator (4)
As the world shook, Kim Se-Bong's eyes snapped open just as he was trying to fall asleep. He quickly summoned his Holy Sword and left the temporary tent.

"What monster has appeared?"
"......"

The ground was shaking violently, convincing Kim Se-Bong that a monster stronger than any they'd encountered so far had appeared. When the Hunter he questioned didn't respond, he had no choice but to look in the direction where all the Hunters were staring.

"......"

Kim Se-Bong's eyes widened.

Paju, which had been occupied by numerous monsters until the moment he tried to sleep, had vanished in an instant as if by magic. Then he spotted a figure flying toward them through the air.

"...Young-Seok?"

Even straining his eyes to look again, he could see it wasn't a monster slowly descending from the sky, but Kim Young-Seok, who had recently become the Association President.

"Young-Seok!"

Kim Se-Bong immediately jumped over the wall of corpses they had built to keep monsters out and ran toward Kim Young-Seok.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong! It could be a monster!"

The shouts of the Hunters under his command reached his ears, but Kim Se-Bong paid no attention and quickly approached Kim Young-Seok as he landed.

As Kim Young-Seok touched down, he staggered and began to collapse. Kim Se-Bong caught him in his arms.

"...Ah."

Perhaps recognizing Kim Se-Bong's face as he caught him, Kim Young-Seok smiled with a small sound before losing consciousness.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong!"

The other Hunters who had been hesitating finally rushed forward, prepared to die, but when they saw Kim Young-Seok in his arms, they all froze with shocked expressions.

"...This kid, he came for us after all."

The monsters that had been tormenting them for days had vanished without a trace, and Kim Young-Seok had flown in from above. Putting these facts together, Kim Se-Bong was certain that the impact strong enough to shake the ground had been caused by gravity abilities. He brushed aside the sweat-soaked hair covering his face.

Carrying the unconscious Kim Young-Seok, Kim Se-Bong stood up and surveyed the surroundings.

"Support has arrived from the Association. Everyone maintain vigilance and prevent any monsters from approaching."

Spotting thousands of Hunters running from the direction Kim Young-Seok had flown from, Kim Se-Bong's face filled with joy as he issued orders to his Hunters.


* * *


Kim Young-Seok regained consciousness with a splitting headache.

"Ugh..."

As he sat up clutching his head, Kim Se-Bong, who had been looking at a map from his chair, approached him.

"You're awake."
"...Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"

Kim Young-Seok recognized the smiling Kim Se-Bong, remembering that the last thing he saw before losing consciousness was his face.

"...What happened?"

Skipping any pleasantries, he immediately asked about the current situation.

"The monsters seem to have grown more intelligent and fear your ability. They're just lurking around the perimeter, so we're taking shifts to keep watch while getting some rest. It's all thanks to you."
"...That's good."

Kim Young-Seok tried to stand up, but a ringing in his ears and dizziness forced him to sit back down on the field bed.

"Don't push yourself. It seems you've experienced burnout from excessive use of your ability. Rest a bit more."

Kim Se-Bong immediately supported Kim Young-Seok and helped him lie back down on the field bed.

"How are things in the other areas?"
"You mean where Cha Ah-Ram went?"
"Yes."

When Kim Young-Seok asked the question he most wanted answered, Kim Se-Bong smiled.

"As it happens, we received a call from Seongnam just minutes before you woke up."
"...How's the battle going?"
"They said the monsters are actually fleeing. That's Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram for you."

What a relief.

Kim Young-Seok finally relaxed the tension in his body and lay comfortably on the field bed.

"When can I see her?"
"Missing her, are you?"
"...Yes."

Though they'd been apart for less than a day, Kim Young-Seok already missed Cha Ah-Ram and answered honestly.

"We're actually going to have a meeting soon about whether to advance toward Seoul again. I'll let you know what's decided, so rest for now."

Kim Young-Seok nodded at Kim Se-Bong's suggestion to rest and closed his eyes again.

*Huu. Huu.*

As Kim Young-Seok fell asleep with steady breathing, Kim Se-Bong watched him for a moment before returning to the table to look at the map spread out there.

*Thanks to Young-Seok, we can breathe a little easier, but...*

They hadn't been able to eliminate all the monsters that had gathered. Rather, the evolved monsters from the Dungeon had disappeared like a mirage after fleeing here.

The Association Hunters that Kim Young-Seok had brought numbered around 3,700—an impressive force. Of course, there had been even more Hunters originally, but most had lost their lives when they let their guard down.

"...Where did they go?"

The evolved monsters that had specifically targeted S-rank Hunters were now nowhere to be found. They couldn't move carelessly from their current position for fear of being ambushed, so Kim Se-Bong was studying the map to identify potential hiding places.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong."

A Hunter entered the tent and called for Kim Se-Bong.

"What is it?"
"We've received a call from Seongnam."

The Hunter handed over Kim Se-Bong's phone that he had been keeping.

"Speak of the devil."

Recognizing the number on the phone, Kim Se-Bong muttered to himself as he put it to his ear.

["...Old man. How's Ahjussi?"]

A clear voice tickled Kim Se-Bong's ear.

"Young-Seok just woke up and fell back asleep."
["...Is he hurt?"]
"As I told you earlier, he's experiencing burnout from overusing his ability. So don't worry."

Noticing the moisture in Cha Ah-Ram's voice, Kim Se-Bong reassured her.

"How are things in Seongnam? Young-Seok is desperate to see you. After our meeting, if you're okay with it, I think it wouldn't be a bad idea to join our forces at a midpoint."

Thanks to Kim Young-Seok's gravity ability crushing everything, the monsters weren't approaching for now, but no one knew how long this peace would last. Kim Se-Bong thought it would be better to join forces with Cha Ah-Ram's unit to ensure safety.

["I'd like to join forces with you too. But old man, our situation isn't much different from yours."]
"Even with you there?"

Kim Se-Bong's face hardened at the news that Cha Ah-Ram's side was struggling despite her compression ability, which was equal to—no, even more destructive than—Kim Young-Seok's gravity power.

["No matter how strong I am, I can't keep fighting the endless waves of monsters alone."]
"...Couldn't you use your compression ability at full power, like when you erased Seoul?"

Kim Se-Bong, a Hunter affiliated with the Korean government, had left the Association to join the government. Though he was universally regarded as the most respected Hunter in Korea for his good character, he was now asking if she couldn't attack like she had when Seoul disappeared.

["Old man. Are you serious about what you just said?"]

Cha Ah-Ram asked again, as if she thought she'd misheard.

"...I'm serious."
["Have you finally lost your mind? You know my ability, right?"]
"I know it well."

The mountains, rivers, and forests that had endured for decades and centuries in Korea, the cities that were products of advanced science—Kim Se-Bong knew all too well from his experience in Seoul that everything, friend or foe, would be annihilated upon contact with the compression ability.

["It's a bit awkward for you to bring this up suddenly."]
"You had no problem erasing Seoul, did you?"
["How long has it been since Seoul was erased, and you're bringing this up now?"]
"I'm not saying this to criticize the Cheonmun Guild Master."

Even Kim Se-Bong would be saddened by the loss of the land where he was born and raised.

But...

"We can't allow any more sacrifices."

He knew better than anyone that if people died trying to protect their homeland, it would be like closing the barn door after the horse had bolted.

["I understand."]

Sensing Kim Se-Bong's firm resolve, Cha Ah-Ram finally spoke after a pause.

["But with Seoul already gone, completely erasing another region isn't a decision I can make alone. We'll think it over and get back to you."]
"...Alright. I didn't expect an immediate answer either, so I'll look forward to a positive response."
["...And."]

Cha Ah-Ram hesitated before continuing.

["By any chance, is that phone you're using now your old one?"]
"What do you mean?"

Kim Se-Bong tilted his head at the sudden question.

["Is it the phone you used before? Yes or no?"]
"If you mean my old phone, are you talking about my flip phone?"
["This is frustrating. Yes or no?"]
"If you're looking for a flip phone, I'm sorry, but I recently switched to a smartphone."

Though he couldn't understand what Cha Ah-Ram was getting at, he told her the facts.

["Then switch to a video call right now."]
"Video call? You mean that function where we can see each other's faces while talking?"

Kim Se-Bong's face stiffened slightly. He had bought a new phone but hadn't used any functions besides calls and messages.

["Ah, this is frustrating. Old man, hand the phone to whoever is next to you."]

After a clicking sound, she asked him to pass the phone to the Hunter.

"Take it."
"...Yes, sir."

The Hunter's face drained of color at the prospect of direct communication with Cha Ah-Ram. After nodding his head for a while, the Hunter immediately ended the call, manipulated something on the phone, and approached the sleeping Kim Young-Seok.

["Point it a bit higher."]
"L-like this?"
["Yeah, now zoom in. You bastard! Who told you to zoom in that much?! Zoom out right now. Yeah. Yeah. That's perfect. Now stay like that for a few hours."]
"......"

The Hunter made a pitiful face at being told to wait for hours, and Kim Se-Bong, curious about what was happening, quietly approached.

"What are you doing?"
["Old man. I'm tired of hearing your voice, so stop talking."]

Kim Se-Bong had asked out of curiosity, but he shut his mouth at Cha Ah-Ram's rebuke.

["I never get tired of watching Ahjussi sleep. Ah, I want to hug him. I want to kiss him. Why am I here instead of there?"]

As Cha Ah-Ram began to express her longing while watching Kim Young-Seok through the video call, Kim Se-Bong finally understood the situation and shook his head.

"...You've really changed."
["Shut up!"]
"......"

In the end, Kim Se-Bong ignored the Hunter's pleading look and left the tent for the meeting.

Ch.177 - Final Battle (1)
Kim Young-Seok's eyes open after sleeping, exhausted from overusing his ability.

*What time is it?*

He thought he'd just lain down when it was light out, but now it was already night.

"...10 o'clock?"

After checking the time on his phone, Kim Young-Seok immediately gets up from the cot and presses speed dial number one.

["Ahjussi?"]
"Yeah, Ah-Ram, it's me."
["Are you feeling okay?"]
"Of course. How about you?"
["I'm doing great."]

Kim Young-Seok immediately called Cha Ah-Ram to check on her.

["But Ahjussi, what if your ability went berserk? What did I tell you? I said you should train for about a year while maintaining your composure."]

Kim Young-Seok's cheeks puff up after hearing Cha Ah-Ram's nagging.

"Who said it went berserk! I didn't go berserk."
["You had a burnout, didn't you? That's going berserk."]
"..."

*Was it really going berserk?*

He knows it wasn't, but listening to Cha Ah-Ram makes him think that maybe it was.

["For area-of-effect abilities like gravity, composure is most important. So whenever you use your ability, don't use the whole bowl at once thinking you can handle everything. Use it like you're scooping one spoonful at a time. Got it?"]
"...Sorry."
["I was so shocked when I heard about your burnout. I thought I was going to have a heart attack."]

A heart attack?
Thinking that he really needs to be more careful when using his ability from now on.

"How's the situation over there?"

Kim Young-Seok asks about Seongnam where Cha Ah-Ram is, worried after seeing so many monsters swarming when he first arrived here.

["To be honest, it's pretty touch-and-go here too."]
"Should I come over?"

Kim Young-Seok asks with sincerity, wanting to see Cha Ah-Ram.

["Pfft..."]
"Why are you laughing?"
["Because you're just like me. I was going crazy wanting to come to you too."]
"When I woke up earlier, Kim Se-Bong Hunter said that monsters don't approach freely because of my ability. So wouldn't it be better if we joined forces?"
["...I don't think that's possible right now."]

Not possible? Why?
Didn't Kim Se-Bong say before he went back to sleep that they'd decided in a meeting to join forces?
Did something else happen while he was sleeping?

"Something happened, didn't it?"
["We can't move from our current position because we don't know how the evolved aquatic-type Dungeon might emerge."]
"Huh? What do you mean? How would a Dungeon emerge?"

How would a Dungeon emerge?
Just from Cha Ah-Ram's words, it sounds like the Dungeon has intelligence.

["This isn't confirmed yet, but..."]

Cha Ah-Ram hesitates for a moment before finally telling Kim Young-Seok something shocking.

["It seems like the Dungeon is controlling the monsters that came out when the Wave hit."]


* * *


Kim Young-Seok immediately leaves the barracks to find Kim Se-Bong and sees many Hunters burying bodies.

"Do you know where Hunter Kim Se-Bong is?"

He asks a nearby Hunter.

"He should be in that barracks over there, having a meeting with the executives."
"Thank you."

After thanking the Hunter, he heads toward the meeting barracks.

"Isn't that Association President Kim Young-Seok?"
"As expected, not just anyone can be an S-rank Hunter."
"Did you see the broadcast of his inauguration ceremony? He said he would help Hunters who are treated unfairly. Do you think that's true?"
"What does that matter? In my opinion, he seems like the strongest Association President ever..."

The Hunters who were burying bodies and pushing monster corpses into thick walls whisper among themselves as Kim Young-Seok passes by.

*...*

Uncomfortable with the excessive attention, Kim Young-Seok quickens his pace to escape the situation.

"You're awake? How are you feeling?"
"I feel better after getting some good sleep."

When he enters the barracks, Kim Se-Bong and the executives are having a serious discussion, but they all stand up when they see Kim Young-Seok enter.

"Thank you for saving us."
"We will never forget this debt."
"Thank you so much."

Kim Se-Bong and the executives who had been fighting monsters here all express their gratitude to Kim Young-Seok.

"It's nothing. If anything, I'm sorry I came so late."

But Kim Young-Seok knows very well that he's not the one who deserves thanks.
Rather, he thinks that South Korea is still holding on because they stood on the front lines, prepared to die fighting monsters.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong."
"What is it?"
"I just heard from Ah-Ram that Dungeons are controlling monsters. What exactly does that mean?"

Hearing Kim Young-Seok's question, Kim Se-Bong hangs his head.

"It seems that the Dungeons are directly controlling the monsters that have emerged."
"...Are you certain?"

Cha Ah-Ram said it wasn't certain, but thinking about Earth trying to exterminate humans and the Doomsday organization following it, it seems plausible.

"I'm not sure either."

Kim Se-Bong seems confused about the current situation too, repeatedly sighing and shaking his head.

"Then why did this hypothesis about Dungeons controlling monsters come up?"

There's no smoke without fire.

"When you lost consciousness, the unit in Seongnam was moving to approach a nearby Dungeon to clear it."

Clearing a nearby Dungeon?

"A Dungeon near Seongnam, not Seoul? That area isn't saturated, is it?"
"They were being cautious. They figured if the Doomsday organization had triggered Seoul, other regional Dungeons might not be safe either, so they approached to clear one. But... the monsters that had been constantly swarming suddenly stopped and chased after the advance team trying to clear the Dungeon."

They chased the advance team?
It certainly doesn't make sense that monsters that had been continuously attacking the unit suddenly stopped when they tried to clear the Dungeon.

But Kim Young-Seok's question remains unanswered.

"Isn't the Dungeon in Seongnam just a normal, non-evolved Dungeon? Why would monsters try to protect that Dungeon?"
"...There was a spy."
"What?"
"A Doomsday organization member. Cha Ah-Ram Guild Master reported that she discovered them infiltrating the advance team and immediately captured them."
"...Doomsday."

They're everywhere.
No, it's not that they're everywhere—from the beginning to the end, it was Doomsday that caused the incident by triggering Seoul first.

"When we interrogated them, they were just a low-level operative who only knew how to force a Wave by saturating a Dungeon."
"I see... Wait, what did you just say?"

Kim Se-Bong's expression becomes serious, and the corners of his mouth slowly rise.

"Yes, we've finally discovered the method they use to forcibly saturate Dungeons."

While clearing the Dungeon that erupted in Seoul is important, the most crucial issue is how Doomsday triggers Dungeons. All Hunters from every country have been trying to figure this out, but the truth hasn't been revealed until now.

Have they finally discovered it?

"...What's the method?"

Kim Young-Seok asks Kim Se-Bong expectantly. He smiles and says:

"The method to trigger Dungeons is..."


* * *


At another unit stationed in Seongnam, Gyeonggi Province. The situation doesn't seem much different from Paju, but...

"Get in proper formation!"

The mere presence of Cha Ah-Ram, the strongest in the world, keeps the Hunters' morale from dropping.

"Park Secretary."
"You called for me?"

Park Secretary, who had been critically injured while desperately trying to save even one more Cheonmun Guild member, approaches Cha Ah-Ram with a perfectly healthy body.

"Where are those bastards located?"
"He says he doesn't know."
"Tsk..."

Cha Ah-Ram clicks her tongue at Park Secretary's answer and looks at him with cold eyes.

"Are you past your prime now?"
"..."
"Can't even conduct a proper interrogation... Maybe you should hand over the Chief of Staff position to someone else?"
"I'll do my best."

Park Secretary bites his lip until it bleeds in response to Cha Ah-Ram's mockery and answers that he'll do his best.

"The method to saturate Dungeons... We can't use this ourselves, can we?"
"No, we understand the principle, but we lack the most important ability."

The method to artificially saturate Dungeons. Hunters have been trying to figure it out but couldn't.

"Being able to communicate with Dungeons. Isn't that a mind-blowing ability?"
"I thought only one person could do it, but when I heard that all members of the Doomsday organization have this ability to communicate, I thought they were lying."

All Doomsday organization members possessed more than two abilities, and one of them was apparently injected by someone, allowing them to communicate with Dungeons.

"Dungeons with intelligence... Why haven't they done anything until now?"

When Dungeons first appeared during the Great Cataclysm, there were no Hunters with abilities.
So if Earth had been determined to exterminate humans then, all Dungeons would have become saturated and controlled the monsters that emerged.

"What's different between then and now?"

Something impossible during the Great Cataclysm is possible now. Cha Ah-Ram delves deeply into this topic, organizing her thoughts.

"Perhaps back then there were no ability users, so there were also no ability users who could communicate with Dungeons?"
"Stop saying stupid things. If Dungeons themselves have intelligence, they could have received orders directly from Earth to deal with humans without needing the ability to communicate."
"..."

Park Secretary, who got scolded by Cha Ah-Ram for pretending to know something, keeps his mouth shut.

"What about the advance team?"
"They're heading back to the Dungeon to clear it."
"And all the monsters around have been dealt with?"
"Yes."
"Then let's see how it reacts."

Cha Ah-Ram, curious about why Dungeons that had remained passive during clearing are now acting up, wants to see what happens when they clear one.


* * *


"Everything is ready."

Deep inside a cave, robed figures look at a man lost in thought.

"...Good."

The man snaps out of his contemplation, stands up, and addresses those looking at him.

"Our final plan..."

The man, who had pretended to be an ordinary person for decades while preparing his plan, pulls out the last card he had prepared.

"We will evolve the SSS-rank Dungeon Uranos."

An F-rank Dungeon that no one in the world knew about. That Dungeon has now evolved to SSS-rank.

"Let's evolve Uranos and summon Earth."
"Yes!"

Humans evolve to adapt to situations the more they are stimulated.
So Earth, judging that small stimuli can no longer threaten humans, spoke directly to the man.

"Summon me."

The man, who could uniquely communicate with Earth, faithfully followed Earth's orders, and as a result, they've reached the final stage of being able to summon it.

"Now let's show the world."

The power of Earth, which hates the humans who destroyed it...

Ch.178 - Final Battle (2)
Though Kim Young-Seok knows how to artificially saturate dungeons, he becomes depressed when told he won't be able to see Cha Ah-Ram.

"We'll meet soon."
"Instead of moping, why don't we clear out monsters while heading downward?"
"Downward? You mean Seoul?"
"Yes, we should gather in Seoul."

Kim Young-Seok suggests going to the source of the saturated dungeons.

"If we methodically clear dungeons while converging on Seoul, we could resolve this quickly."

He proposes having wide-range attackers handle monsters outside while sending Hunters who can concentrate damage into the dungeons for clearing.

"...That does make sense."

Kim Se-Bong strokes his chin thoughtfully.

"We should talk with the Seongnam side again first."
"I can handle that conversation."
"Would you do that for me?"
"Yes."

Seeing Kim Young-Seok's confident expression, Kim Se-Bong smiles warmly.

"You've become quite suitable for the Association President position."
"Not at all. I still have a long way to go."
"You're doing excellently. But always remember... the Hunter Association is a home for Hunters, not your personal property."
"Yes, sir."


* * *


After leaving the barracks, Kim Young-Seok calls Cha Ah-Ram again.

[Is something wrong?]

She asks why he's calling again so soon.

"I was thinking, what if both our sides entered Seoul simultaneously?"
[Enter Seoul simultaneously? We'd be surrounded by monsters that have escaped outside.]

Cha Ah-Ram immediately points out the flaw, but Kim Young-Seok has already thought of a solution.

"What if we clear dungeons as we go?"
[Clear them as we go?]
"We'll need to clear the dungeons anyway to eliminate all the monsters that keep coming out."

He references what was discussed at the Cheonmun meeting.

[Hmm... isn't it challenging enough just keeping the monsters at bay?]

When Cha Ah-Ram speaks skeptically, Kim Young-Seok pouts.

"How long are we going to just contain monsters? That's not what you want either, right? We need to clear everything up and go home."

Though the risk is high, he proposes this approach because the longer they wait, the worse their position becomes. He's also worried about the baby in Cha Ah-Ram's womb and wants her to rest soon.

[What you're saying makes sense, but...]
"Makes sense but what? Is there a problem?"
[To do that, we'd need Hunters who can handle monsters around the perimeter while others clear the dungeons.]
"We just need to select Hunters with wide-range attacks."
[That's exactly the problem.]

Not understanding what she means, Kim Young-Seok asks again.

"Huh? What do you mean that's the problem?"
[It means you'd have to be the one making the sacrifice.]
"That applies to you too..."
[You and I are fundamentally different.]

Cha Ah-Ram denies his statement and speaks directly.

[I acknowledge the destructive power of gravity abilities. With proper training, it could be stronger than my compression ability. But as I've told you repeatedly, you need about a year of training. I received my compression ability when I awakened, so I can use it naturally like a part of my body, but you can't.]
"I can control it sufficiently."

He meekly protests against Cha Ah-Ram treating him like a child, but...

[I can't trust the words of someone who's experienced burnout.]

Kim Young-Seok's face darkens at her lack of trust.

[Why don't we take our time and clear the surrounding dungeons first before moving inward?]

Cha Ah-Ram's suggestion would take more time and potentially result in more sacrifices, but the probability of complete success would be extremely high.

"...Let's think about it more before deciding."
[Alright.]

Despite everything, Kim Young-Seok can't abandon his idea, so he suggests thinking more about it, and Cha Ah-Ram agrees.

"How are you feeling?"
[Didn't you ask that earlier? I'm fine, so please stop overworking yourself.]

Trying to change the mood, he asks about her health, and she responds that she's fine.

"...And the baby?"

Knowing Cha Ah-Ram gets upset if he shows too much concern for the baby, he asks cautiously.

[I checked earlier, and the baby is healthy.]

Fortunately, Cha Ah-Ram responds coolly.

"I know you're strong, but you still need to be careful."
[You too.]


* * *


After about 14 days of clearing dungeons while moving downward from Paju, the expressions of the Association members who came to support them grow increasingly grim.

"...What about supplies?"
"Monsters have reoccupied Hwa-Seong and Ansan, making it difficult for supplies to get through."

The supply officer's expression hardens.

"We only have one week's worth of food left... what should we do?"

Food isn't the only problem. The equipment Hunters use has been badly damaged from countless battles and needs replacement, but the supply lines are cut off.

"What if we send the Association President to secure supplies?"
"...If you don't want your head to explode, don't even mention that."

According to rumors, before coming here, there was a bloodbath in Nonsan, and the main actor was none other than the Association President.

*Cha Ah-Ram, that Witch is also there...*

Knowing that Cha Ah-Ram is notoriously merciless when it comes to Kim Young-Seok, the supply officer understands that any plan to use Kim Young-Seok should never be formulated. He contemplates how to break through Hwa-Seong and Ansan.

"What about using the sea?"
"The sea? You mean travel by ship?"
"Yes, if we move by ship from Gunsan or Boryeong and land at Incheon, we could protect the supply personnel directly while acquiring resources."

Finding the logic sound, the supply officer estimates the distance from their current position to Incheon.

*We're near Goyang now, so a day by ship. Then one to two days to break through the monsters on the route to the main force...*

Judging it feasible, the supply officer accepts the Association member's proposal.

"Then I'll report to Hunter Kim Se-Bong."
"And I'll report directly to the Association President."
"Yes, sir."

The Association member immediately runs to Kim Se-Bong's barracks, while the supply officer heads to the battlefield where Kim Young-Seok is.

Amid countless monster corpses, living monsters simultaneously attack Kim Young-Seok, who stands defenseless.

*Clang!*

Just as long, sharp claws and teeth try to penetrate Kim Young-Seok's vulnerable body, broken weapons from fallen Hunters rise into the air and pierce the monsters.

"This isn't bad either."

Since realizing that lifting objects by removing gravity consumes less mental energy than forcing them down, he's been experimenting with efficient combat methods.

[GRAAAAH!]

Despite being pierced by weapons, a monster that still clings to life howls and desperately tries to kill Kim Young-Seok, but...

*Thunk.*

An Association member who has approached unnoticed drives his sword into the monster's crown.

"What's the matter?"

The Association member pulls his sword from the crown, shakes off the blood, and stands before Kim Young-Seok.

"I have something to report."
"Now?"
"Yes, regarding supplies."

Kim Young-Seok, who would normally prefer to receive reports later, scans the surroundings to check how many living monsters remain when he hears about supplies.

"I'll handle them quickly."

Kim Young-Seok, whose attitude toward Association members has changed considerably over the past two weeks, naturally speaks down to them as he extends his hand toward the monsters that are stealthily approaching.

*Boom. Bang. Bang.*

Instead of removing gravity, he increases it, instantly crushing the monsters.

"Whew..."

After bursting many monsters at once with intense gravity, excessive mental energy drains from him like rushing water, leaving his body weak.

Still, thanks to his training until now, Kim Young-Seok manages to stay conscious and barely walks toward his barracks.

"...Can't get used to this."

The Association member, who clearly witnessed monsters being instantly eliminated by gravity abilities, shakes his head and mutters before hurrying after Kim Young-Seok, who is gradually moving away.

"To Incheon?"
"Yes, that seems safest."
"Since we're already heading downward, couldn't we just wait briefly in a monster-free area?"
"It took two weeks to get from Paju to Goyang. To safely receive supplies, we'd need to go at least to Gwacheon, which is an unnecessary route."

Knowing they're heading toward Seoul, the Association member argues for receiving supplies via Incheon.

"Unnecessary route..."

*From our current location, we just need to cross Bukhansan to reach Seoul.*

"We have about a week's worth of food left?"
"Yes, and that's assuming we distribute smaller portions."

When they first brought supplies, they had enough for a month. However, due to stress and fatigue from continuous battles, Hunters have been eating more than usual, creating a precarious situation that Kim Young-Seok was already aware of. He nods.

"Then we need to select personnel to escort the supply team arriving at Incheon."
"About that escort team..."
"Yes?"
"I'd like to recommend Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik."
"Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik?"

Kim Young-Seok tilts his head at the unexpected recommendation.

"Why?"
"Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik is the most capable person for protection missions."

The Association member speaks confidently, as if knowing something, which piques Kim Young-Seok's curiosity.

"Capable? In what way?"

As far as Kim Young-Seok knows, Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik received a B-class Hunter certificate for non-combat abilities.

"I can't explain it in words. You'll only understand Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik by experiencing it firsthand."

The Association member makes an ambiguous expression and tells him to experience it directly.

Ch.179 - Final Battle (3)
After discussing supply issues with Hunter Kim Se-Bong, I organized a team to retrieve supplies coming into Incheon.

"May I go as well?" Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik asked me with uncertainty when he was included among the Hunters assigned to protect the supplies.

"They recommended you for this."
"I'm a non-combat ability user. I'll only hold the Hunters back without providing any help."

Though an Association member had recommended him, that wasn't my only reason for choosing Secretary Lee.

*I have no one to trust except Secretary Lee...*

We've managed to weed out some of the Doomsday agents who had infiltrated the Association through the Cheonmun Guild, but there might be more. That's why I decided to send Secretary Lee, who has helped me the most so far.

"Retrieving supplies is truly important work. That's why I recommended Secretary Lee, the person I trust most in the Association."
"...Is that so?"

He gave me a strange look when I mentioned trust.

"Couldn't you handle things here and send Hunter Kim Se-Bong instead?"

Kim Se-Bong, huh...
He is indeed the most trustworthy person here besides the Cheonmun Guild members.
But while I'm confident in killing monsters, I still struggle with commanding others, which is why Kim Se-Bong is absolutely necessary here.

"I've selected truly trustworthy people, so please go with them, Secretary Lee."

Most of the personnel I assigned to the supply mission weren't guild members affiliated with Association executives, but Cheonmun Guild members.

"If those are your orders..."

Secretary Lee finally accepted and joined the group of Hunters heading to Incheon to retrieve supplies.

"How are the Association people?" Kim Se-Bong approached me after Secretary Lee left and asked.

"...Most of them are corrupt, except for a few."
"Corrupt, huh... That's accurate."

Kim Se-Bong smiled bitterly as he watched the Hunters departing for supplies.

"But don't forget."
"..."
"Clear water can't sustain many fish. To live with diverse fish, you sometimes need stagnant water too."

Kim Se-Bong's words were meaningful.

He must have experienced countless situations to reach his current position.
And from what I've observed, Kim Se-Bong hasn't always done the right thing either.

*Still, he's better than most others.*

That much is certain. At least he never took what he wanted by force or killed people out of spite.

"Do we really need so many fish?"

I acknowledge his point, but...
I have no desire to associate with them.
Rather, while I'm sitting as Association President, I've already planned to exploit those who've only looked after their own interests and then eliminate them.

"...Is this the Cheonmun Guild Master's influence? You've really changed."

Kim Se-Bong's face darkened as he compared the person I was when we first met to who I am now.

The wife follows the husband's lead.

I'm becoming more like Cha Ah-Ram. I've noticed it myself recently. When I killed the Scavengers in Daejeon without hesitation, I was different from my usual self.

I didn't hesitate when killing those Scavengers.

During my time as a Hunter, I wasn't just with the Mars Party. I traveled with various parties and raid groups, meeting many people...
Among them were those who betrayed their comrades out of fear of death inside dungeons.

Hunter Code, Article 6, Section 8:
Those who betray their comrades are not fellow Hunters. Treat them as Scavengers and eliminate them on the spot.

They're killed without even a chance for rehabilitation, coldly treated as Scavengers. It's cruel.
But this is what allows Hunters to trust their comrades and safely clear dungeons.

And I too have experienced betrayers and even killed them myself.

*But now is different.*

I've killed more than just one or two people. During those ten years, dozens have died by my hand. And each time, I hesitated.
Even when killing those who betrayed us and endangered our comrades' lives, I always hesitated and felt tormented.

But when I killed the executives before coming to Seoul as reinforcement, it was completely different.

Power.

I'm intoxicated with power now... and I must admit I've developed a desire to use that power to create the world I dream of.

"I'm not becoming like Ah-Ram."
"..."
"This is who I truly am."

I don't deny it. Rather, I acknowledge that I'm a wicked person.

Since my parents died, I've continuously abused myself, obsessed with saving people...
But before that, I was ambitious and hated losing.
I just ended up this way somehow...

"I'm going to change things."
"The Association?"
"No."

I look at Kim Se-Bong with determination and reveal my desire while sitting in the Association President's seat.

"I'm going to change this world."


* * *


Two days have passed, but the convoy that went to Incheon still hasn't returned.

"They should have arrived by now..."

Even if they encountered monsters on the way from Incheon to Goyang, it shouldn't take this long.
The Supply Officer anxiously bites his nails while checking the current inventory.

"Three days' worth of food..."

Today is critical if we continue providing full meals.

"Monster appearances are increasing too. This is bad."

While monsters didn't approach in Paju due to Kim Young-Seok's ability...
After entering Goyang and approaching Seoul, stronger and more numerous monsters began attacking than in Paju.

Hunters need energy to use their abilities. Especially physical-type ability users who rely on bodily attacks—the weaker their bodies become from hunger, the more important meals are.

The Supply Officer continues checking the inventory while waiting for the convoy when...

"Supplies have arrived!"

Hearing the news from afar, the Supply Officer immediately rushes out of the tent toward the approaching convoy.

"..."

Seeing less than half of the personnel who had gone to Incheon, the Supply Officer becomes solemn.

"Gather all healing-type ability users!"

Kim Se-Bong, having heard about the supplies' arrival, approaches to check the condition of the Hunters who participated in the convoy and immediately orders treatment.

"...What about the supplies?"

None of them look unscathed. Their clothes are all forcibly torn, and some are missing limbs.
Normally, the Supply Officer would wait until they received treatment, but...

This is wartime against monsters. Injuries and death are expected.
So the Supply Officer, dedicated to his duty, goes to check the precious cargo in the 11.5-ton truck.

"I only see food. Where is the equipment?"

Somewhat relieved after confirming the food supplies, the Supply Officer asks about the other essential supplies—the equipment.

"...We couldn't bring the equipment supplies."

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik, who had only minor injuries and could move freely, explains to the Supply Officer.

"You must know how important the equipment supplies are. Why couldn't you bring them?"
"...I apologize."

Despite the horrific situation where only half of those sent on the mission returned, Secretary Lee apologizes to the Supply Officer.

"You should have secured the supplies even at the cost of your lives."

The Supply Officer wouldn't speak this way in normal human interactions, but knowing that supplies directly affect survival on the battlefield, he presses on relentlessly.

"Supply Officer. That's enough."

Kim Se-Bong, who had been watching, finally steps in to calm the agitated Supply Officer, but...

"How can I calm down? Without equipment, the physical-type Hunters who act as shields on the front line will collapse first. Then monsters will be able to attack our ranged Hunters without obstacles. That's the end of our unit."

Even Kim Se-Bong knows that without supplies, they'll wither away, as they're currently isolated from monsters while supposedly clearing the dungeon in Seoul by continuously moving deeper inside.

"They tried their best. This should be..."
"Hunter Kim Se-Bong, that complacent thinking could get us all killed."
"..."

The Supply Officer stares coldly at Kim Se-Bong before turning away.

"I'll report this situation to Association President Kim Young-Seok."

Leaving the stunned Kim Se-Bong behind, the Supply Officer heads to find Kim Young-Seok, the only Hunter who can resolve this situation.


* * *


"You want me to go personally?"
"We've secured food supplies, but equipment is severely lacking."
"Hmm..."

I know. I'm wearing an Artifact obtained from the government after clearing an SS-rank Miasma-Type Dungeon, but Kim Se-Bong only has his summoned Holy Sword and clothes.

"The food has resolved our hunger, but without equipment—the most essential element in battle—we'll all die to monsters in Goyang before even reaching Seoul."

Having worked as a Porter, I understand the importance of equipment better than anyone, so I nod at the Supply Officer's words.

"But why must I go?"
"Because you're the strongest Hunter here."
"Haven't you considered how dangerous it might be here without me?"

I've been working hard to minimize damage by using my ability as a monster inhibitor just enough to avoid burnout, then resting, and repeating this cycle.

If I leave as part of the second convoy, the minimized damage will surely increase again, so I explain this to the Supply Officer.

"We were holding out before you came to support us, Association President."

The Supply Officer stares at me penetratingly with clear eyes.

"And I've determined that it's less risky to hold out until you return safely with supplies than to die from equipment shortages."
"..."
"Please, I'm begging you."

To be honest, my conscience is stinging. I thought I was playing a significant role by killing monsters and saving endangered Hunters, but seeing this person who took on supply duties because he's not combat-oriented makes that thought vanish.

"This is embarrassing."

I scratch my head and stand up.

"I'll go."
"...Really?"
"In exchange, please take responsibility and help ensure no Hunters die while I'm gone."
"I'll do my best."

The Supply Officer bows, and I bow in return.

"I'm counting on you."


* * *


"I know it's harsh, but only the Hunters who participated in the first convoy know where the equipment supplies were left. And among them, only Secretary Lee can move without difficulty."

I approach Lee Myeong-Sik, who's receiving treatment, and apologetically ask him to join the convoy.

"We have to go back there?"
"...I'm sorry."

Secretary Lee looks up at the tent ceiling.

"I suppose there's no choice. When do we depart?"

He finally puts his shirt back on and stands up.

"Right now."
"..."
"I know this is difficult for you."

I understand he hasn't even recovered from the journey, but this is an urgent situation.
To clear the dungeon, which is the root of our problems, we need to approach Seoul, but without supplies, we'll all be annihilated before we even get there.

"Let's go."

Secretary Lee shows no resentment toward me.
Instead, he suggests we leave and exits the tent first.

I follow him out and notice Kim Se-Bong sitting on the ground in the distance, looking dazed.

*What's wrong with him?*

Though I'd like to ask what's bothering him, the situation is too urgent, so I decide to talk with him after I return.

"What kind of monster was there that made you leave the equipment supplies behind?"

Most of the Hunters I sent were Cheonmun Guild members, meaning they're stronger than other guild members...

"I don't know."
"You don't know?"
"Yes, as we were passing through, something suddenly sprang from the ground and swallowed the Hunters whole."

His expression is calm, but his voice trembles with undisguised fear.

Ch.180 - Doomsday Executive Leviathan (1)
I boarded the car with Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik and headed toward Incheon.

The loud noise of the automobile. Throughout the journey to Incheon, I didn't see any monsters that typically react sensitively to noise.

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik's vehicle eventually arrived in Incheon, and after driving a bit further in, it stopped in front of a massive truck.

"Is this it?"

An 11.5-ton truck. As I got out of the car and pointed at it, Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik nodded while stepping out of the driver's seat.

"Yes, that's correct."
"Let's check it first."

I went around to the back of the truck and opened the tightly closed doors to find it packed with Hunter equipment.

"This is it."

As I was locking the doors again and speaking to him, I felt something strange.

"Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik. When exactly were you attacked?"
"We were checking the supplies and about to move out with the escort team of Hunters when something burst from the ground and swallowed the Hunters."

Burst from the ground and swallowed them.

*Could it be the Great Worm I saw when heading to support Paju...*

I recalled seeing several large holes back then, but I had ignored them because I couldn't afford to waste time.

"The monster that attacked was probably a Great Worm."

A large monster that hunts by tracking ground vibrations. As someone who had been swallowed by one before, a common monster found in S-rank dungeons or higher, I lay down and pressed my ear to the ground.

"...This is strange."
"What is it, sir?"

I removed my ear from the ground, stood up, and looked around.

"That a Great Worm attacked."

Under the Dungeon's control, it attacked a truck loaded with supplies entering Incheon.

Let's say I somehow understand that part...

But why did it stop its attack?

Great Worms are known to move faster underground than vehicles can travel.

Naturally, if the Dungeon had ordered an attack on a supply truck, it should have also attacked the food supply truck that arrived safely. Why did it only go after the equipment truck?

*And why is it intact?*

If I were the Dungeon, I would have ordered the Great Worm to destroy or swallow the supply truck.

I wouldn't have had it swallow exactly half the Hunters and let the food supply truck arrive safely.

The current situation seems too contrived. I look around with suspicion, searching for holes where the Great Worm might have emerged, but there are none to be found.

Great Worms are massive monsters—even the smallest has a circumference of 5 meters and a length exceeding 10 meters.

If it had burst from the ground, there should be huge holes and twisted, broken earth where it passed...

So did the Great Worm fill in its own holes after the Hunters left?

*That makes no sense.*

This isn't dirt ground but asphalt. Even if it were covered with soil again, traces would remain.

"Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik."

I approach him as he stands next to the driver's seat of the 11.5-ton truck with an unperturbed expression.

"Is it true that a Great Worm appeared?"

After considering all the circumstances, I arrive at two possibilities.

One, Doomsday and the monsters worked together to repair the damaged road.
Even if they repaired the asphalt, it would take time to dry, but let's assume they had some ability to restore it...

The other possibility is...

"Association President...? Kuhek!"

I apply just enough gravity on Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik to immobilize him without killing him.

"Let me ask again. Why did you bring me here?"
"I-I don't know what you're talking about... AAAAGH!!!"

When I apply strong gravity to where his hands touch the ground, his fingers explode.

"This is your last chance. Think carefully before answering. Why did you bring me here?"

Thinking about it carefully, there were many suspicious points.

Why did the Supply Officer insist I needed to come here?
And if they were attacked by a Great Worm, why were the escort team members' limbs severed?

I was foolish to move without thinking.

From the beginning, Great Worms only have one attack method.

Swallowing.

They attack by swallowing living creatures with their enormous mouths. That's all they can do. Yet all the injured Hunters had clean cuts as if sliced by something sharp.

*How far does this conspiracy go?*

The Cheonmun Guild members who went on the escort mission probably weren't working with Doomsday. After all, the only people I directly questioned were the Supply Officer and Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik.

Just those two.

"This is your last chance, so think carefully before you speak. Otherwise, I'll blow your head off..."

Despite the pain of his exploded fingers, I notice a smile forming on his face as I crouch in front of him with my warning.

"Gravity ability... truly impressive."

Lee Myeong-Sik, who had been speaking formally and respectfully until now, changes his speech pattern and glares at me.

"I can see why the Leader designated you as an even more dangerous entity than Cha Ah-Ram..."
"Leader?"

This is a title I've never heard despite experiencing Doomsday multiple times.

"Haah..."

When I questioned him, Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik let out a languid sigh. His burst fingers regenerated at super-high speed, and despite the strong gravity, he began to stand up.

Crack. Crack. Crunch.

Strange sounds came from his body, and gradually his form changed into someone else.

"...Is that your true appearance?"

As I watched, he transformed from Lee Myeong-Sik into a young man with refined features. I stood up and asked.

"Yes, this is my true form. Handsome, isn't it?"
"...Where is the real Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik?"
"Oh, him?"

The man who had transformed into Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik smiled cruelly.

"I helped him transform."
"..."
"You see, transformation requires certain conditions. The blood, bones, skin, muscles, and organs of the transformation target... Oh, right. The fingers you burst earlier weren't mine but those of the person who was Lee Myeong-Sik. Disappointed?"

My expression hardens as I instinctively realize from his words that Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik is dead.

"Who are you?"
"Me? I think you already know."

The man smiles smoothly as he leans against the truck, takes out a cigarette from his pocket, puts it in his mouth, and snaps his fingers to create a flame. He lights the cigarette, takes a deep drag, and exhales.

"I'm an executive of the Doomsday organization you've been searching for. In the organization, I'm called..."

He takes another drag of his cigarette, drops it to the ground, and introduces himself to me.

"Leviathan."

BOOM!

The moment the cigarette hits the ground, the earth shakes, and my body is thrown backward into a collapsing building.

"..."

Perhaps due to the forced Awakening from drinking the Elixir? My physical abilities have developed dramatically, allowing me to emerge from the crumbling building without a scratch as dust billows around me.

"Most things die with one hit, even if I'm not using full power... I guess not just anyone can become Association President."

Leviathan, who had somehow approached where I was thrown back, sneers and extends his arm backward. I immediately apply strong gravity to the surrounding area.

"Hey, were you good at studying?"

I use gravity while recalling emotions like when I experienced burnout, but he maintains an unfazed expression and makes an irrelevant comment.

"...What did you say?"
"Were you good at studying? Or, did you ever hear this in science class?"

Leviathan smiles deeply.

"Water is not affected by gravity."

What nonsense is this?

"Judging by your expression, you don't know anything?"
"Can you stop the nonsense?"
"Nonsense? That's harsh."

He pretends to cry.

"Well, I can understand your reaction. But your gravity isn't omnipotent like your wife Cha Ah-Ram's Compression."

He extends his index finger, and unlike before, water droplets begin to form.

"Water doesn't receive the force of gravity. Well, I understand why you called it nonsense. After all, you've been using it just fine against living beings that contain water until now."

What is he trying to say?

As I try to use the power that once exploded with emotion and leveled a city when recalling Han-Seok's death...

"But the water in the living beings you've faced isn't pure water. It's mixed with minerals, magnesium, calcium, iron, and countless impurities. But I'm different."

Crackle.

This is my first encounter with a Doomsday executive. I want to capture him alive to extract information, but judging from his movements earlier, I could die if I let my guard down. I decide to use my full power, causing everything around us to start crumpling.

"..."
"I told you it's useless."

While everything around us is destroyed as if crushed, Leviathan remains standing alone and extends his right foot.

"My body is H2O. A crystalline structure made of pure water without any impurities..."

Crack.

I saw him step forward, but suddenly he was beside me, thrusting his hand into my side.

"How does it feel?"
"AAAAARGH!"

Leviathan, who had plunged his hand into my side, makes an excited expression and begins to move his fingers, touching my internal organs.

"Your ability might be dangerous to other executives or the Leader... but not to me."

He whispers in my ear as I writhe in pain.

"You just met the wrong opponent. Oh, and your wife, I'll enjoy eating her later..."
"You... you said pure water ignores gravity, right?"

The moment he mentioned Cha Ah-Ram, anger surged within me, suppressing the pain that had been dominating my body. I grabbed his hand that had pierced my side and scratched it with my fingernails.

"Then... huff... if my blood enters your body, will your body still be pure water?"

After making the wound, I controlled the blood flowing from my side and inserted it into his wound.

"W-wait a minute..."

Looking at the panicking Leviathan.

"There's no waiting."

Pop.

When I applied gravity, his body, which had been impervious until now, burst, scattering pure white water in all directions.

"Huff... huff..."

With Leviathan's hand that had been embedded in my side now completely gone, blood began gushing out, and my consciousness started to fade.

"I... I need to get to Ah-Ram..."

Gritting my teeth, I tried to move toward the truck loaded with equipment, but I couldn't resist the drowsiness overtaking me and closed my eyes.

Ch.181 - Doomsday Executive Leviathan (2)
[The recipient is not answering, so after the beep, you will be connected to voicemail.]

About 10 hours after receiving word that Kim Young-Seok had headed to Incheon.

Cha Ah-Ram keeps calling Kim Young-Seok with an anxious expression, repeatedly smashing her innocent phone while continuing to make calls.

[The recipient is not answering, so...]

SMASH!

"AAAAARGH!!!"

When the call fails to connect again, Cha Ah-Ram screams and throws her phone to the floor, shattering it.

"......"

Park Secretary, who is in the same barracks, looks with sympathy at Cha Ah-Ram who has been making calls like a madwoman for hours.

"Hey."
"Yes."

Cha Ah-Ram, with fierce eyes, stares at the remains of her broken phone and extends her hand toward Park Secretary without even turning her head.

"...That was the last one we had."
"Then give me your phone!"
"...Understood."

Park Secretary hands his phone to Cha Ah-Ram, who immediately dials Kim Young-Seok's number and calls again.

"Answer. Answer. Please answer!"

Cha Ah-Ram's expression changes every second as she stamps her feet impatiently. After about a minute, when the call goes to voicemail again, she can't contain her anger and throws Park Secretary's phone to the floor, smashing it too.

"......"

Park Secretary, witnessing his phone being destroyed in real-time, remains silent.

"Park Secretary."
"Yes. What can I do for you?"
"How long does it take to get to Incheon from here?"

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes shake violently as she asks how long it would take to reach Incheon.

"Assuming we don't encounter any monsters, about two hours."
"Prepare a car. I'm going right now..."

Cha Ah-Ram immediately puts on her coat and orders Park Secretary to prepare.

"What are you waiting for?"
"...Agassi."

Park Secretary kneels on the floor and looks at Cha Ah-Ram who is trying to leave for Incheon to find Kim Young-Seok.

"The moment you leave this place, we won't be able to hold back the monsters."
"So?"

If they can't hold back the monsters, the unleashed creatures will descend upon provincial areas where civilians without awakened abilities have gathered and massacre them.

Knowing this, he tries to stop Cha Ah-Ram's departure at the risk of his life, but her cold response already makes his breath catch in his throat.

"I'm worried about Young Master too. But he has awakened gravity abilities. What you're worried about won't happen, so please... just wait a little... just a little longer..."

THWACK.

Cha Ah-Ram throws the coat she was holding at Park Secretary's face.

"Even with gravity abilities, he just awakened recently! After your carelessness caused him to lose his friend Han-Seok, you're still talking like that? Do you really want to die?"

Cha Ah-Ram shouts at Park Secretary.
Park Secretary removes the coat covering his face and carefully places it on the floor.

"I'll go instead."
"I can't trust you anymore either."
"I swear on my life I'll bring Young Master back. So please, just one day. Can't you wait just one day?"

Park Secretary is also worried about Kim Young-Seok. In fact, if they lose him, Cha Ah-Ram would change terrifyingly compared to her past self.

*She might lose her reason to live...*

In the past, she treated them like disposable items and never showed affection, but now everything has changed because of Kim Young-Seok.

That's why he's even more worried about Kim Young-Seok, but...

*He wouldn't want that.*

If Cha Ah-Ram abandoned the lives of people living in Korea and went to save Kim Young-Seok, and if he was fine? Kim Young-Seok would surely hate her.

An impossible choice.
That's why he thinks it might be better to leave Cha Ah-Ram here and go check on him personally.

"...I told you to prepare a car."

Cha Ah-Ram's eyes grow darker, and she no longer listens to Park Secretary's pleas.
Instead, a black sphere begins to form at her fingertips.

"Anyone can sit in the General Manager's position if it's not you."

Cha Ah-Ram gives a final warning, truly intending to kill Park Secretary if he doesn't obey.

"I..."

He knows he'll die if he speaks now, but nevertheless, for their future, he closes his eyes tightly and is about to request that she wait again when—

"Guild Master!"

A guild member rushes into the tent. He immediately freezes after reading the atmosphere.

"What is it?"

Cha Ah-Ram asks in an emotionless voice, ready to kill the guild member if he wastes her time.

"Former Guild Master Cha Jin-Hwan has called. He wants to speak with you, Guild Master."
"...Get out."

Her father's call. She never took his calls normally, and now she wants to even less. She tells the guild member to leave, but—

"He called about Young Master..."

SWOOSH.

As soon as the word "Young Master" is mentioned, Cha Ah-Ram instinctively appears in front of the guild member, snatches the phone, and quickly puts it to her ear.

"How is Ahjussi?"
[...I call and the first thing you ask about is my son-in-law.]

When Cha Ah-Ram urgently asks about Kim Young-Seok without even greeting him, Cha Jin-Hwan grumbles uncomfortably.

"Answer me quickly. How is Ahjussi?"
[Tsk... They say raising a daughter is like watering another man's garden. That's exactly what this is.]
[Honey! Ah-Ram is looking for her husband, what nonsense are you talking about! What if she really starts disliking you?]

As Cha Ah-Ram is about to get angry at Cha Jin-Hwan's grumbling, she also hears her mother Lee Ji-Sook's voice.

[But I didn't do anything wrong...]
[Enough. Give me the phone. Quickly! Ah-Ram, it's Mom. Your husband is with us right now.]

Lee Ji-Sook snatches the phone from Cha Jin-Hwan and immediately informs Cha Ah-Ram that Kim Young-Seok is with them. Hearing this, Cha Ah-Ram collapses to the floor.

"H-how is Ahjussi's condition?"

With the tension released, Cha Ah-Ram seems to realize something from the fact that her parents called directly instead of Kim Young-Seok. She stammers as she asks about his condition.

[We wanted to help too, so we took a boat to Incheon and found your husband collapsed. When we first saw him, his side was pierced and all his organs except his heart were damaged. But who am I? Of course I fixed him up perfectly.]

Lee Ji-Sook explains that he was collapsed on the ground with his side pierced and organs damaged.

Black flames of Hellfire ability activate in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, rising up and starting to burn the barracks.

"P-please put him on."
[You mean your husband? From what we could see, he had destroyed half of Incheon. He's unconscious now, but I've treated his wounds and stopped the bleeding, so he'll wake up soon. Don't worry too much.]

Cha Jin-Hwan, who has taken the phone back from Lee Ji-Sook, informs Cha Ah-Ram about Kim Young-Seok's condition.

CRUNCH. CRUNCH. CRUNCH.

Cha Ah-Ram grinds her teeth ferociously.

"You don't know who did it, right?"
[If we called a psychometry ability user, we could find out... but right now, we don't know who did it either. But what's certain is that your husband's side was pierced despite being strong enough to destroy half of Incheon, which probably means...]

GRIND.

"Doomsday, those bastards."

Cha Ah-Ram hatefully utters the word "Doomsday." She stands up and looks in the direction of Incheon.

"Please protect Ahjussi for a moment. I'm coming right now."

As she's about to leave for Incheon immediately—

[Don't worry about your husband. Rather, why don't you leave him with us?]
"What are you saying..."
[Can't you trust us?]

Her father's request, something she's never heard before. In the past, she would have snorted and used her Compression ability, but Cha Ah-Ram has changed too much now.

Her eyes, which have become more emotional, waver.

[I haven't had a proper conversation with my son-in-law, so I'd like to stay with him and talk. Besides, if you come here, the front line will collapse. Would your husband like that?]

Cha Jin-Hwan's sharp question. Unable to answer, Cha Ah-Ram struggles for a moment, then turns her gaze to Park Secretary who is kneeling on the floor with his head bowed.

THUD.

She immediately kicks Park Secretary in the head. He falls backward.

"You, be prepared when this incident is over."
[...Ah-Ram?]

Cha Jin-Hwan, thinking she's talking to him, sounds dejected.

"F-Father. I'll leave Ahjussi to you."
[Did you just call me Father?]
"I'm hanging up. Oh, and please take a picture of Ahjussi and send it to this number."

When Cha Jin-Hwan speaks with a moved voice at Cha Ah-Ram calling him "Father" again, she becomes embarrassed, says only what she needs to say, and hangs up.

After the call ends, Cha Ah-Ram returns to her cold expression, approaches Park Secretary who has returned to his kneeling position, and crouches down.

"Hey."
"Yes. Please give me any order."
"Cut that crap..."

Park Secretary's face is burning from the heat of Hellfire rising from Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, but he doesn't complain.

"Bring them to me."
"Yes."

Though she doesn't specify what to bring, Park Secretary understands perfectly.

"As you said, I'll make sure not even a mouse can get through here..."

She shouts with a voice full of rage, loud enough to wake all the Hunters who are resting in rotation.

"Even if I have to destroy the world, bring them before me!"

Eventually, the tent where they were burns completely to ashes from the heat of Hellfire, drawing the attention of passing Cheonmun Guild members.

"Understand?"

She stands up and looks down at the kneeling Park Secretary.

"Even at the cost of my life, I will bring them before you."

Park Secretary presses his forehead to the ground so hard it could split.

Ch.182 - Meeting (1)
A gentle breeze tickles my face.

"Mmm..."

As my heavy eyelids slowly open, Cha Ah-Ram's face comes into view.

"...Ah-Ram."

I reach out to touch Ah-Ram's face as she watches over me, but...

"Don't touch my woman."

A familiar voice. And a sturdy arm pushing my hand away. My hand, which was trying to touch Cha Ah-Ram's face, falls helplessly back to the ground.

"Your woman?"

Ah-Ram is my wife, how dare you call her your woman?

Though the voice is familiar, I feel murderous rage rising at the man who called Ah-Ram his woman, and I try to use my Gravity ability, but...

"Honey. Stop joking around."

Ah-Ram calls the man who pushed my arm away "honey."

"Son-in-law, snap out of it already."

"...Son-in-law?"

The moment Ah-Ram calls me son-in-law, my blurry vision comes into focus.

I bolt upright, and there, covering her mouth and smiling with her eyes, is someone who looks just like Cha Ah-Ram. No, it's my mother-in-law who resembles Cha Ah-Ram so closely.

"I look a lot like my daughter, don't I?"
"I-I'm sorry."

I immediately stand up and bow in apology.

"No man who has tried to touch my woman has ever survived."

The owner of the familiar voice who pushed my arm away is none other than my father-in-law. His gaze is stern, but I can see the fire flickering within.

"Father-in-law. I'm sorry."
"If this were the old days, you would have..."
"Honey, I told you to stop, didn't I?"
"Hmph..."

When my mother-in-law glares at my father-in-law, he clamps his mouth shut.

"The fact that he mistook me for his daughter means I still haven't lost my beauty."
"You're still young."

As I listen to my in-laws' conversation with tension, I feel a sense of déjà vu.

*But why are my in-laws here? I didn't hear anything about them coming to help... Wait.*

And come to think of it, why am I here...

Suddenly, I remember coming to Incheon with Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik to retrieve a truck containing equipment and supplies we couldn't bring earlier.

"Doomsday...!"

Like a rock thrown into calm waters, waves of realization crash over me.

Leviathan, a Doomsday executive. I remember the fierce battle with Leviathan, who had killed the real Lee Myeong-Sik and was wearing his skin, and how I lost consciousness after being pierced in the side.

"W-what day is it today?"

Remembering everything—the front line I left, the severely lacking equipment and supplies, their situation—I urgently ask my father-in-law.

"The 27th."
"Phew..."

The 27th. Only one day has passed since I left for Incheon.

"So what happened here?"

My father-in-law looks around as he asks what happened to me.

"I discovered a Doomsday executive disguised as the real Lee Myeong-Sik, who was appointed as my secretary."
"Executive...?"

Father-in-law Cha Jin-Hwan's eyes grow serious.

"Yes, I couldn't learn his exact name, but he called himself Leviathan."
"Leviathan. The demon responsible for envy among the seven deadly sins in legend... So? What happened?"
"I tried to capture him, but his ability was the opposite of mine, so I ended up killing him."

All the Doomsday organization members we've captured so far were mere low-level pawns.

They only knew how to saturate dungeons, but nothing about the organization's members, headquarters, or future plans. After finally meeting an executive who might know everything...

It's such a shame.

"The fact that he introduced himself as Leviathan means there are at least seven executives in the Doomsday organization."

Unlike me with my regretful expression, my mother-in-law and father-in-law are recalling what I said and making inferences.

"If the demons representing the seven deadly sins have appeared, doesn't that mean there might be angels too?"
"That's highly likely. And the fact that he mentioned executives means..."
"There's a leader above them giving orders."

As expected of the Guild Masters who built the Cheonmun Guild. They dissect the Doomsday organization while considering the worst-case scenarios.

"Oh, right. Son-in-law."

In the middle of our conversation, my mother-in-law turns to me and throws me a phone she took from her pocket.

As I catch the phone she threw:

"Call my daughter. She's been worried sick."
"...Ah."

The phone I brought must have been destroyed during Leviathan's attack.

Nervously, I call Cha Ah-Ram using my mother-in-law's phone.

["...Hello?"]

The owner of the trembling voice, Cha Ah-Ram, answers the phone.

*What should I say to keep her from worrying?*

I wasn't this nervous even during my life-or-death battle with Leviathan...

Huff.

I try to calm my trembling body and open my closed mouth.

"...It's me. Ah-Ram."
[...]

I say it's me, but there's no response from Cha Ah-Ram.

*Maybe she's confused because I only said it's me? Should I say my name? No, she'll recognize my voice, so there's no need to say my name, right?*

Her silence makes my thoughts even more complicated...

["Are you..."]

A small voice flows through, and I focus intently on her voice.

["Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"]

Her composed tone, yet wet with emotion, pains my heart.

"I'm fine. Are you okay?"

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram trying not to show her emotions, I too speak clearly with an unwavering voice.

["I'm... I'm fine too."]

Each word from Cha Ah-Ram strikes my heart, making my eyes burn.

"Oh my..."

Lee Ji-Sook, who had been watching, looks at Kim Young-Seok with surprised eyes, then leans her head on Cha Jin-Hwan's shoulder beside her.

"Honey."
"Yes."
"We had times like that too, didn't we?"
"Times like that? I've always been sincere."
"This man!"

Lee Ji-Sook punches Cha Jin-Hwan's chest, but with a pleased smile.

"You know you've changed a lot since our daughter got married?"
"..."
"That expression again. This is a compliment, so don't take it the wrong way."
"Ahem..."

They look fondly at Kim Young-Seok, who has tears in his eyes but a smile on his face.


* * *


After the call from Kim Young-Seok on her mother's phone ends, tension fills the faces of all the Cheonmun executives who entered the barracks.

"...Secretary Park."
"Yes."

Noticing that her expression has subtly changed despite appearing the same as before the call, Secretary Park immediately bows his head and responds.

"At our current dungeon clearing speed, how long will it take to enter Seoul?"

Her tone is businesslike, but Secretary Park tenses up and calculates to answer her question.

"It will take about two more weeks, ma'am."
"...I see. Then let's maintain this pace and enter Seoul. The meeting is over, everyone leave."

When Cha Ah-Ram unexpectedly says this—the executives had thought she would demand they speed up and enter sooner—they blankly meet her gaze.

"Have you all lost your minds? Get out!"

The executives who inadvertently met her gaze immediately shake their heads and exit the barracks.

Only Cha Ah-Ram and Secretary Park remain in the barracks.

"...He said he's fine."
"That's a relief."

Though Cha Ah-Ram abbreviated Kim Young-Seok's message, Secretary Park understands perfectly and feels relieved.

"My... my parents are with him, so he'll be okay."

When Cha Ah-Ram mentions her parents, a brief discomfort crosses her face, but instead of making a scene like before, she shows restraint.

"So two weeks. We need to enter Seoul within two weeks and meet him."

With determination in her eyes, she looks at Secretary Park and says:

"I'll forget about going to Incheon. But in exchange..."

Secretary Park's Adam's apple bobs nervously, not knowing what she's about to say.

"Clear all the dungeons with your life on the line."
"...Pardon?"

For the first time, Secretary Park asks her to repeat herself. He knows she hates being asked to repeat orders, but this command is different from previous impossible tasks—it's actually achievable with a little effort, which makes his tense body relax.

"Local broadcast..."
"N-no, I understand."

Secretary Park cuts off Cha Ah-Ram as she's about to glare at him.

"After this is over, you'll definitely be disciplined, so prepare yourself..."
"My life belongs to you, Agassi."
"You talk well. You talk..."

Though irritation shows on Cha Ah-Ram's face, her eyes are much softer than before.

"Get out."
"Yes, ma'am."

After Secretary Park leaves the barracks, Cha Ah-Ram is truly alone. She lowers the cloth covering the entrance so no one can see inside and sits in a chair.

"...It's okay. He's fine."

Her reason continues to waver. Cha Ah-Ram barely shakes off thoughts tempting her to abandon everything for Kim Young-Seok, and gently rubs her palm over her stomach.

"...Baby. Do you miss daddy? Yes, you miss him? Let's wait just two more weeks."

As Cha Ah-Ram talks to herself as if conversing with the baby in her womb, a red light flashes in her eyes.

"What if it takes more than two weeks, you ask? Well, of course..."

Her cherry-like lips move as she says:

"Even if I have to kill everyone in my way, I'll go meet him myself."

Ch.183 - Meeting (2)
After meeting my parents-in-law, I decided to check on the 11.5-ton truck containing equipment and supplies.

"Ah..."

It seemed that during my battle with Leviathan, the truck had been caught in my gravity ability and destroyed, leaving only traces behind.

This is bad.

Even setting aside the fact that Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik was a Doomsday executive, we desperately needed those supplies to maintain the front line.

"What's wrong?"

My mother-in-law approached me as I stood there in dismay.

"I came to Incheon to retrieve a truck full of equipment, but it seems my ability destroyed everything."
"About that..."

My mother-in-law stared at me intently.

"Another ship with additional supplies will be arriving in Incheon soon."

She revealed this information I hadn't known.

"When will it arrive?"
"They said it would depart this evening, so probably tomorrow?"
"...I can't afford to delay here any longer."

Including the time I was unconscious, I'd been away from the front lines for about a day.

With Doomsday members mixed in among the Hunters, who knows what they might be plotting while I'm gone.

"Honey."

After hearing my concerns, my mother-in-law called to my father-in-law who was standing quietly.

"No."
"You'll bring it, won't you?"
"..."

As my father-in-law stubbornly refused, my mother-in-law crossed her arms and poked his cheek repeatedly.

"I'll stay here and have a nice date with our son-in-law. When the supplies arrive, you bring them."
"Why should I!"
"Should I ask our son-in-law to do it instead?"
"Why don't I just go to the front line and take command in his place?"
"Honey."

My mother-in-law glared at my father-in-law.

Though my father-in-law made no effort to hide his discomfort with me, the current situation demanded that I not remain here.

*There must be a reason they lured me here.*

Something seemed off from the beginning—Leviathan personally bringing me here alone, despite being at a disadvantage against my gravity ability.

The reason I shouldn't be at the front line...

*This might work on others, but not on me.*

I remained silent, recalling Leviathan's boastful words.

"Tsk..."

My father-in-law, Cha Jin-Hwan, clicked his tongue at me.

"Fine. I'll receive the supplies and join you later."
"You should have agreed from the start."

My mother-in-law smiled brightly and linked her arm with mine.

"Son-in-law, let's go ahead."
"If you do anything to my wife..."
"Honey!"
"Urgh..."

Cha Jin-Hwan, who had been glaring at me, closed his mouth at Lee Ji-Sook's sharp rebuke.


* * *


"What do you think? My ability might not be as good as my daughter's, but it's useful, right?"

The car we'd arrived in had been destroyed like the supply truck, making it difficult to return to the front line, but...

*Wind ability, huh.*

Cha Ah-Ram's mother, Lee Ji-Sook, had the ability to control wind. Though we were only walking slowly, we were moving as fast as a vehicle.

"You have an amazing ability."

When I sincerely complimented her, she smiled, showing her dimples.

"Son-in-law, I'm not making you uncomfortable, am I?"
"No, not at all. I'd actually appreciate it if you'd be more casual with me."
"Really?"

At my request to be more casual, Ji-Sook immediately dropped the formalities. She resembled Cha Ah-Ram completely—in appearance, figure, and even personality.

"Can I ask you something I've been curious about?"

Having broken the ice, Ji-Sook asked if she could question me.

"Please ask me anything you'd like."

I had no choice but to agree.

"What do you like about our daughter?"
"..."

I was taken aback by her direct question and scrambled to find the right answer.

"She's pretty, has a great figure, she's rich, talented—she has everything. But her personality... I know better than anyone how difficult her personality can be, being her parent and all."

I wanted to ask if my mother-in-law was also difficult, but I held my tongue.

"Even so, you started dating her when you were just a C-rank Hunter without gravity abilities... Weren't you scared?"

Scared?

Of course I was scared. I thought she was just playing with me like a toy. Every moment was terrifying, and I wanted to run away daily.

If I ran away, would she destroy everyone around me?

I had preconceptions about Cha Ah-Ram because of her terrible public image.

"...You were scared. But you developed feelings for her anyway? How?"

Understanding my silence, Ji-Sook smiled kindly and patted my back.

"Yes, I was scared. I was terrified and wanted to escape."

S-rank Hunters were rare enough that I'd only met a handful in my life. And even among S-rank Hunters, the gap between them and Cha Ah-Ram was enormous.

Owner of the Cheonmun Guild. The pinnacle among S-rank Hunters. The worst Witch.

All these labels contributed to her image, and being a C-rank myself, I found her incredibly intimidating.

But then...

She said she liked me. She loved me.

Again and again and again!

She never gave up, constantly hovering around me, confessing her feelings. How could I not fall for her?

Fear is momentary. Even trauma can be overcome.

But love...

I believe love is eternal. The moment I acknowledged in my heart that I loved her, that small love overcame my great fear, and everything looked different.

Actions that once frightened me became lovely and beautiful. Every small gesture made my heart race.

The advantages Ji-Sook mentioned—looks, figure, ability, money, power—none of that mattered to me.
The difficult personality she pointed out as a flaw?

That's exactly what drew me to her.

Self-centered, inconsiderate, cold, merciless, and cruel to those beneath her...

But to me, she was more angelic than anyone.

"I was scared... but who else in this world besides Ah-Ram would keep telling me they liked me?"

Memories of severed relationships flashed through my mind, but I spoke calmly without showing it.

"I see."

Ji-Sook nodded and said:

"Son-in-law... no, Young-Seok."

For the first time, she called me by my name, and I raised my head to meet her gaze.

"Thank you so much for marrying our daughter."
"No, if anything, I should be thanking you for giving me your precious daughter..."
"No, we could thank you a hundred times and it wouldn't be enough."

She cut me off firmly.

"You don't need to be good to us. Just love Ah-Ram, our daughter and now your wife, for the rest of your life."
"Of course I will..."
"It seems obvious, but the hardest thing in life is maintaining unchanging love."

Ji-Sook glanced briefly toward Incheon.

"My husband was terrible in every way, but he managed the hardest thing. That's why I'm still by his side."
"...Yes."
"This is a secret."
"Okay."

With a wink, Ji-Sook said:

"If you ever need anything or face difficulties, call us. We'll always be on your side."

In my twenties, I felt my heart filling as family bonds—which had been severed—began to form again through Cha Ah-Ram.


* * *


After arriving at the camp, I searched for the supply officer but...

"He's nowhere to be found."

Kim Se-Bong, who had heard a summary of the situation, wore a serious expression.

"We missed him."

We searched together for the supply officer who had recommended I go to Incheon, but he was nowhere to be found.

"We're currently trying to identify if there are more Doomsday members."
"No. Even if we try to identify them, they won't be caught easily."

Countless Hunters must have known the real Lee Myeong-Sik's behavior, personality, and speech patterns.
Yet not a single Hunter noticed that Leviathan had killed him and was impersonating him.

*They're meticulous.*

I told Kim Se-Bong that we couldn't identify them—Doomsday seemed to have prepared thoroughly, hiding their true identities even when their trails were discovered.

"By the way... did anything happen while I was in Incheon?"
"Nothing. In fact, the monsters haven't attacked since you disappeared."

The monsters hadn't attacked.
What connection could this have with Leviathan, the Doomsday executive, luring me to Incheon to kill me?

Though I wanted answers, with our current hand, we couldn't figure out what Doomsday was planning, so I gave up for now.

"The supplies will arrive tomorrow. As soon as they do, let's enter Seoul."

Though we were minimizing casualties, Hunters were dying every day.
I asked Kim Se-Bong's opinion on entering Seoul, believing we couldn't stay here any longer.

"I agree. If we keep losing Hunters here, even entering Seoul with plenty of supplies won't help us achieve much."

Kim Se-Bong nodded, supporting my suggestion.

"Thank you for coming, Guild Master Lee Ji-Sook."

Kim Se-Bong slightly bowed his head to Ji-Sook, who was sitting in a chair listening to our conversation.

"Hunter Kim Se-Bong, I'm not a Guild Master anymore."
"Yes, I heard you gave all authority to Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram."

First-generation S-rank Hunters.

They had built comradeship through countless battlefields during the Great Cataclysm, so they treated each other with familiarity.

"But Guild... Hunter Lee Ji-Sook, you don't age at all. I've become an old grandfather."

Kim Se-Bong muttered bitterly, running his palm over his wrinkled face.

"What are you talking about? You still look handsome. And just call me Noona like before."
"Haha. Alright, Noona Ji-Sook."

Wait a minute...
I'd overlooked this until now...

I'd heard that the youngest first-generation Hunter was at least sixty years old.

And she just told Kim Se-Bong to call her Noona?

Lee Ji-Sook looked like she was in her late thirties, while Kim Se-Bong appeared to be over sixty.

Confused, I looked at their faces.

"Young-Seok, you seem to be having impure thoughts?"
"N-no, not at all. Please continue your conversation. I'll go check if there are monsters nearby."

I quickly averted my gaze from Ji-Sook's piercing look and left the tent.

If Ah-Ram and I grow old together, but I'm the only one who ages? And I'm already ten years older than her.

I decided that once this was over, I'd definitely start taking care of my skin, trying to clear my confused thoughts.

Ch.184 - Meeting (3)
The next day.

Early morning at dawn. Cha Jin-Hwan, who had been waiting for equipment and supplies in Incheon, joins the unit with two 11.5-ton trucks and several Hunters.

The gloom shadowing the Hunters begins to lift somewhat as they watch the supplies Cha Jin-Hwan brought.

A Hunter's ability is important.
But equipment is just as crucial. Equipment makes Hunters stronger and serves as a lifeline that can forgive even a single mistake.

"Thank you for your hard work."
"Honey, you worked hard."

When I and Lee Ji-Sook thanked the stone-faced Cha Jin-Hwan for his efforts.

"...Next time, make your son-in-law do this."

Still sulking, Cha Jin-Hwan glances at me and answers curtly.

"I'm sorry."

As I smile bitterly and agree, Cha Jin-Hwan watches the Hunters lining up in front of the trucks loaded with equipment to receive their supplies.

"Their numbers have decreased."

Though his words are compressed, I immediately understand and bow my head.

"I tried to minimize casualties... I'm truly sorry."
"It's not your fault."

The Cheonmun Guild built by Cha Jin-Hwan and Lee Ji-Sook. I apologize because the reduced number of guild members supporting the guild is due to my inadequacy, but he waves it off.

"They came here to protect their families. They didn't lose their lives in vain. So it's not your fault."

Family.

I remain silent, thinking of Cha Ah-Ram.

"So when are you departing?"
"We'll minimize rotations today to eliminate fatigue and plan to leave tomorrow."
"I see. Understood."

Cha Jin-Hwan nods and naturally moves beside Lee Ji-Sook.

"Then I'll rest until we depart tomorrow. Call me if anything happens."
"Yes, thank you."

Cha Jin-Hwan takes Lee Ji-Sook and enters one of the empty barracks that have been set up.

Feeling somewhat relieved, I quietly contemplate our future while watching the Hunters taking their equipment.


* * *


Bukhansan.
Located in Goyang City, Gyeonggi Province, with Seoul on the opposite side. It's one of the routes to Seodaemun District, our final destination.

"Preparations complete."

Just before entering Seoul. We've gathered in one place after eliminating all the monsters in Bukhansan.

"Good work, everyone."

Kim Se-Bong has reorganized the roster of surviving Hunters and appropriately distributed them to the dungeons located in Mapo, Seodaemun, Jongno, Seongbuk, and finally Gangbuk Districts in Seoul.

"Ah-Ram's side is also departing, so we need to clear all the dungeons in Seoul's outskirts within a week."
"Time is tight. But we have to do it."
"I'm counting on you."
"Then I'll go ahead."

Kim Se-Bong firmly grasps my hand and says:

"The fact that they targeted you means you're definitely an obstacle to Doomsday's plans, so be careful."
"Yes, please take care of yourself too, Hunter Kim Se-Bong."
"I will."

Kim Se-Bong nods and departs for Gangbuk District with the Hunters assigned to him. Cha Jin-Hwan, who had been watching with me, approaches my side.

"Father-In-Law, I'm counting on you."

I've distributed Hunters to Cha Jin-Hwan and Lee Ji-Sook, transferring command authority to them.

"...My daughter is pregnant."

Cha Jin-Hwan still cuts his words short and speaks in compressed sentences. But I understand immediately.

"Yes, so I'll resolve this situation quickly."

Concerned about Cha Ah-Ram and the baby in her womb, Cha Jin-Hwan pats my shoulder and says:

"And make sure my daughter doesn't cry. Take care of yourself too."

For the first time, Cha Jin-Hwan shows concern for me. Lee Ji-Sook, watching this scene from the side, smiles contentedly.

"If only you had shown this side of yourself when she was younger."
"...Let's go."
"Hohohoho."

As Lee Ji-Sook laughs at him, an embarrassed Cha Jin-Hwan takes some Cheonmun Guild members who wouldn't look out of place in command positions, along with Lee Ji-Sook, and heads toward Mapo District.

Now all that remains are the units I'll command.

"Let's depart now."
"Yes!"

I begin moving toward my destinations, Seodaemun and Jongno Districts, with Hunters whose eyes are filled with ferocity after fighting monsters non-stop since arriving in Seoul.

"..."

Crossing Bukhansan, what comes into view is an enormous pit.

I had confirmed through satellite images that Seoul had disappeared, but seeing it directly with my own eyes makes it hit home.

*This is a bit troublesome.*

Although we've set our destinations, the reason was to systematically find and clear the dungeons.

"I think we should go this way."

My temporary secretary points into the pit.

Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik's death was kept secret, and after discussing with Cha Ah-Ram, one of the Cheonmun Guild members is now serving as my secretary.

"...We're about to enter Seoul."

A massive pit. And monsters pouring out of it. Hunters specialized in area attacks step forward as the Hunters behind me wait for my orders.

Zzzzzzzrrrk.
BOOM!

As the temporary secretary points toward what used to be Jongno District, various abilities strike the monsters emerging from the pit.

"Everyone forward."
"Forward!"

The officer leading the physical-type Hunters steps forward and shouts, and they charge toward where the area attacks landed, holding the shields they were issued.

【GROOOOAAAR!】

*This is the right place.*

Among the dungeons located on the outskirts of Jongno District beyond Bukhansan, there's an A-rank dungeon with orcs, trolls, and elite monsters called ogres—exactly the monsters we're seeing now.

Boom. Boom.

The monsters that survived the area attacks notice us and head in our direction, but they're blocked by the physical-type Hunters with shields.

"Advance forward."

The physical-type officer orders the Hunters with him, and they push back the ogres colliding with their shields using human strength, taking one step, then another, continuously moving forward.

"Attack again!"

Once a sufficient number of monsters are blocked by the shields, another area attack is launched to eliminate them all at once.

"...They're endless."

One collision and two attacks. We've eliminated numerous monsters in a short time, but the empty spaces fill with monsters so quickly it seems like an illusion.

"Association President!"

Just then, a Hunter wearing black tights appears beside me.

"The infiltration?"
"Successful!"
"Phew..."

The commotion caused by the area attacks was actually a decoy to divert attention.

Knowing that dungeons would continue generating monsters no matter how many we killed, I was well aware that a prolonged battle would be disadvantageous for us. As a special measure, I assembled Hunters skilled in disguise and infiltration, with us serving as decoys to help them sneak into the dungeon.

Now that the plan has succeeded, I sigh in relief.

"So our role is now set."
"Yes."

Our role now is to prevent the monsters sent to the surface by the dungeon from being recalled to stop the Hunters who went to clear it.

"Infiltration successful. Proceeding to phase two."

As I announce to all Hunters that we're entering phase two, the Hunters at the front line who were blocking the monsters grit their teeth until they bleed, deliberately breaking their linear formation to create a path for the monsters to reach us at the rear.

"Association President, you should conserve your ability as much as possible. Why not trust the other Hunters instead?"

As I step forward, the temporary secretary tries to stop me with worried eyes.

"It's not that I don't trust them."

The fact that Secretary Lee Myeong-Sik and the quartermaster were Doomsday means there's a high possibility that other Hunters could be as well.
But I can't keep suspecting everyone. That's why I'm trying to trust these people, which is why I'm willing to use my ability without reservation.

"If I don't step in, we'll certainly suffer heavy casualties."

Even now, the physical-type ability users who were blocking the monsters are losing their lives in vain.

"So..."

Woong. Woong. Woooong. Grrrr.

As I start controlling gravity—now familiar to me—while watching the monsters pouring through the deliberately opened path, the ground begins to shake, and the charging monsters all collapse to the floor.

"If it's to save as many lives as possible, I'll step in whenever necessary."

On the shaking ground, Hunters grip their weapons and begin stabbing at the vital points of the fallen monsters.

Blocking, attacking, opening paths to continuously lure monsters. How long have we been repeating this pattern?

【SCREEEECH!】

When a wyvern that had been flying overhead and launching surprise attacks lets out a piercing scream, the monsters charging at us all stop in their tracks.

【GROOAWK?】
【GRRRRRR!】

As if communicating with each other, the monsters keep turning their heads and making noises, then—

Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

They turn away from us and start running back toward the pit where their dungeon is located.

"They've noticed! Block them immediately!"

The officer commanding the physical-type Hunters at the front realizes that the monsters have detected the Hunters who infiltrated the dungeon to clear it, and immediately orders the Hunters.

All with grim expressions, they turn and dash forward faster than the monsters heading to the dungeon, blocking their path.

The monsters, with their retreat cut off, attack the Hunters blocking their way with enraged expressions.

【GROOOAAAR!】

Surrounded by Kim Jin-Ha and Hunters with ranged attack abilities behind them, and Hunters with sturdy bodies in front, the monsters begin their final struggle.

"..."

How long have we been fighting with our lives on the line?

"C-cleared! We got word they've cleared it!"

A Hunter at the back, who had been anxiously watching the situation while holding a radio, announces with a bright expression that the dungeon has been cleared.

Humans who have only been on the defensive until now. Finally, we begin our counterattack against the monsters, the dungeons, and Doomsday and Earth behind them.

Ch.185 - Meeting (4)
The situation changed drastically from the moment they entered Seoul.

Our forces had been surrounding Seoul in a circle, only defending to prevent monsters from escaping. But when we started clearing the dungeons that were generating these monsters, the situation evolved differently than before.

For about a week, the dungeons tried to control the monsters they had created to block the Hunters entering from outside. But after that, all dungeons seemed to restrict their monsters to lingering only around the dungeon entrances, as if preventing them from going elsewhere despite being released.

This further confirmed Kim Young-Seok's belief that dungeons possessed intelligence. As he advanced inward, clearing dungeons along the way, he finally arrived before an evolved dungeon.

"What are you going to do?"

The dungeon entrance emitted a green light, clearly different from ordinary dungeons.

Kim Se-Bong, who had cleared all the dungeons in his assigned area and joined up with Kim Young-Seok, asked this while observing the entrance.

"We need to enter that place ourselves."
"Indeed, evolved dungeons have too many variables."

Unlike regular or unified dungeons, they had never entered an evolved dungeon before, but even the monsters it generated were different from other dungeons.

They needed to prepare thoroughly in case the dungeon's internal environment differed from everything they knew, presenting an entirely new situation.

"I'm thinking we should rest today and enter tomorrow. What do you think, Hunter Kim Se-Bong?"

Kim Young-Seok asked for his opinion.

"Wouldn't it be better to wait until the Cheonmun Guild Master's unit joins us?"

Kim Se-Bong looked at the evolved dungeon entrance with an uneasy expression.

"You know as well as I do, Hunter Kim Se-Bong. The longer we wait, the more disadvantaged we become."
"I know. I certainly do. But..."

Though aware of their disadvantageous position, Kim Se-Bong hesitated as he recalled the evolved monsters they had first encountered.

"We've identified a total of 17 evolved dungeons so far. This one used to be a C-rank dungeon. Giving it more time would actually benefit the dungeon. So waiting until Ah-Ram arrives doesn't seem like a good decision."

The changes that occurred when dungeons evolved—emitting tremendous killing intent or red pillars of light shooting into the sky—had happened 17 times so far. There might be more, but Kim Young-Seok believed the number of evolved dungeons wouldn't exceed 20.

"I think my son-in-law is right."

Lee Ji-Sook, Kim Young-Seok's mother-in-law and Cha Ah-Ram's mother, who had returned from another area, supported his argument.

"Until now, we've been able to defeat evolved monsters by working together."

Lee Ji-Sook recalled the evolved monsters that Park Secretary had encountered.

"Pegasus, a legendary creature from novels; Durahans, Death Knights, Liches, and other monsters we don't know about might be inside that dungeon, but..."

She also tensed up while staring at the green-glowing entrance of the evolved dungeon.

"My son-in-law, Ah-Ram, and Baek Seol-Ah were able to defeat them together. Working as a team, they can certainly defeat these monsters. But as my son-in-law said, giving the dungeon more time might allow it to evolve further. I think we shouldn't give it that opportunity."

After Lee Ji-Sook shared her thoughts, a deep contemplation settled on Kim Se-Bong's face.

"I think we should wait."

Cha Jin-Hwan, who had been silent while listening to Lee Ji-Sook, insisted they should wait.

"Honey, why do you think we should wait? Are you just being sulky?"
"Dear, don't you think you're viewing me too strangely?"

Lee Ji-Sook gave Cha Jin-Hwan a sidelong glance as he made his case for waiting, and he responded with an aggrieved expression.

"Of course, my son-in-law's point has merit. As time passes, monsters continue to evolve to adapt to the situation, becoming increasingly dangerous to us. However..."

Cha Jin-Hwan exuded the charisma of his former position as Cheonmun Guild Master.

"The condition for dungeon saturation. Was it communication?"
"Yes. Using the ability received from Earth to communicate with the dungeon and forcibly saturate it."

When asked by Cha Jin-Hwan, Kim Young-Seok explained everything he knew.

"Then we don't know the conditions under which dungeons can evolve, do we?"

They knew how to saturate dungeons but not the conditions for evolution.

"What if there's a limit to how much dungeons can evolve?"

Cha Jin-Hwan repeated the same concerns that Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok had discussed previously.

"Should we enter the dungeon unprepared, claiming we don't have time, and suffer heavy casualties while clearing it? That's what I question."

Ultimately, Cha Jin-Hwan argued that dungeons might have an evolution limit, and it wouldn't be right to clear them with incomplete forces and suffer casualties.

*There's logic in what he's saying.*

Kim Young-Seok thought Cha Jin-Hwan's argument also made sense.

"Then let's gather the executives and decide by vote."

Since opinions were split—Kim Young-Seok and Lee Ji-Sook advocating for immediate clearing tomorrow, while Kim Se-Bong and Cha Jin-Hwan wanted to wait for Cha Ah-Ram's unit—Lee Ji-Sook suggested they decide by vote.


* * *


In the deep pit that was once Seoul, Hunters rested in pitched tents while keeping watch on their surroundings. Their expressions were grim.

"...Will we be able to return alive?"

A Hunter who had lost one eye in a monster attack the previous evening muttered while lying on a medical field bed.

"You'll make it back alive. And though it might take a while for your turn to come, Hunter Baek Seol-Ah said she would properly heal you, so don't worry."

One of the Association executives supervising the healing Hunters responded to the injured Hunter's murmur.

*A turn, huh...*

But the injured Hunter knew the reality. Despite Baek Seol-Ah's remarkable ability, she could only use it once a month.

And he knew all too well that the probability of her healing a low-ranking guild member like himself was 0%.

If he were in Baek Seol-Ah's position, he would prioritize healing Hunters with strong abilities rather than low-ranking guild members, as that would increase the chances of resolving the current crisis...

And everyone in the medical tent knew that the executive's reassurance about returning alive was just empty words meant to comfort them.

On average, about 30 people were dying from monster attacks each day.

He was lucky to have only lost an eye; in many cases, other Hunters' bodies couldn't even be recovered.

"If I had known it would be like this, I should have visited my parents before coming."

While Cheonmun Guild members had already moved their families into the guild building and had their final meetings, the guild members under the Association executives hadn't had that opportunity.

"...Would you like to call your parents?"

Another injured Hunter lying on a nearby bed offered his phone—its screen covered in cracks—after hearing his colleague's wish to see his parents.

"Is that really okay?"

Most Hunters had lost or damaged their phones during fierce battles with monsters. Even those with intact phones couldn't charge them, so they were out of power.

Knowing how precious a working phone was in this situation, the Hunter carefully asked as he looked at the offered device.

"The battery won't last long, so you can't talk for too long. But you should be able to talk for about three minutes."

The Hunter who offered the phone was a Cheonmun Guild member. He had been fortunate enough to bring his parents to the guild building and spend about an hour talking with them, but he knew the Hunter beside him hadn't had that chance, so he offered his phone out of sympathy.

"Th-thank you."

With trembling hands, the Hunter respectfully accepted the phone and carefully dialed his parents' number on the cracked screen.

Ring ring. Ring ring.

As he waited tensely for his parents to answer, all eyes in the tent turned toward him.

"...They're not answering."

Though the phone was powered on and the call connected, his parents weren't answering. His face drained of color, turning deathly pale.

Seeing this, the Cheonmun Guild member in the adjacent bed rose and patted the Hunter's shoulder with his right hand, which was missing all its fingers.

"I'm sure they're fine. So don't worry and focus on staying alive to return home."

All the Hunters bowed their heads at this gesture of comfort.

"Stop being so gloomy and get some sleep to recover."

The executive also understood their feelings, but he spoke gruffly, knowing that if the Hunters' morale plummeted, it could lead directly to their deaths when they returned to the front lines.

"..."

The Hunter who had returned the phone buried his face in a makeshift pillow fashioned from his rolled-up clothes.

Seeing his shoulders trembling, the Cheonmun Guild member watched him for a while before making a decision. He got out of his field bed and limped out of the tent.


* * *


After an hour of voting among the executives...

"It's a tie."

The results showed an equal split.

"Should we vote again?"
"No, we'd just get the same result again."

Cha Jin-Hwan shook his head, opposing Kim Young-Seok's suggestion to vote again.

"Then what should we do?"

With tomorrow approaching as the moon dimmed and the sun began to rise, Kim Young-Seok felt uneasy about leaving the evolved dungeon behind and asked for their opinions.

"Young Master."

Just then, the cloth covering the entrance to the tent where Kim Young-Seok and the executives had gathered rustled as a Hunter entered.

*He called him Young Master, so he must be from Cheonmun Guild.*

While Association Hunters addressed Kim Young-Seok as "Association President," Cheonmun Guild members called him "Young Master."

"What brings you here?"
"...May I have a consultation?"

After confirming that Cha Jin-Hwan and Lee Ji-Sook were also present, the guild member closed his eyes tightly and asked if he could have a consultation.

"How ill-mannered. It seems my daughter hasn't been maintaining discipline lately. I should—"
"Honey, would you please shut up?"

Cha Jin-Hwan frowned when he realized the Hunter who had come to request a consultation with Kim Young-Seok was a Cheonmun Guild member, but he fell silent when Lee Ji-Sook pulled his ear.

"A consultation?"

A consultation in this situation? Kim Young-Seok was puzzled by the request but saw the desperation on the Hunter's face. Looking at the executives seated around him:

"This won't take long, so please wait a moment."
"If you're sitting in the Association President's seat, you should ignore such—"
"Honey!!!"

Cha Jin-Hwan stopped grumbling when Lee Ji-Sook glared at him.

"I'm truly sorry."

Kim Young-Seok stood up, bowed apologetically to everyone gathered, and immediately took the guild member outside.

"What's the matter?"

After bringing the guild member to an area without tents, Kim Young-Seok asked.

"I'm risking my life to tell you one thing."
"Risking your life?"

Kim Young-Seok waved his hands gently, smiling kindly at the guild member's grave expression.

"I won't carelessly take your life, so please speak freely."
"P-please withdraw the injured Hunters from the front lines."
"..."

Kim Young-Seok's face hardened at the request to withdraw the injured Hunters.

"I know it would reduce our fighting strength. But injured Hunters have a very high probability of dying if they return to combat."

Kim Young-Seok was well aware that injured Hunters had a high chance of dying if they returned to battle.

But he couldn't prevent their deployment.

With monsters swarming from all directions, they needed all the Hunters they could get...

Honestly, even with all current Hunters, they were barely managing. If they excluded those who were injured, their carefully maintained formation would collapse.

That's why he had been gritting his teeth and enduring, even while watching them die.

"...It's impossible. I think you understand that well."
"Yes, I do. That's why I'm risking my life to say this."
"There are many problems with transporting injured Hunters back down. It might actually be safer for them to stay here. So I'll pretend I didn't hear that suggestion."

As Kim Young-Seok turned away after rejecting the guild member's proposal...

"Young Master, if you accept my proposal..."

The guild member knelt down and played a card that Kim Young-Seok couldn't refuse.

"I'll tell you the location of the Doomsday organization."

Ch.186 - Meeting (5)
Kim Young-Seok's eyes twitched at the Cheonmun Guild member's words.

"How do you know the location of Doomsday?"

Though he used honorifics, he remained tense, ready to use his ability if necessary. Whether or not the Cheonmun Guild member noticed Kim Young-Seok preparing to use his gravity ability, he continued speaking calmly while kneeling.

"Young Master, I was born into a wealthy family."

Though he began with this seemingly irrelevant detail about his background, Kim Young-Seok didn't interrupt and listened attentively.

"A wealthy family... Not as wealthy as the Guild Master's, but my parents, who raised me in a rather affluent household, were executives in the Doomsday organization."

His tone was calm, but the shocking content made Kim Jin-Ha's fingertips tremble.

"My parents always told me, 'Humans are nothing but parasites eating away at the Earth.' They habitually said that humans, who devour the planet that gave us shelter, deserve extinction."

"...Are you with Doomsday?"

Kim Young-Seok, who had been using honorifics, suddenly switched to informal speech and began emanating an intimidating aura. All the executives waiting in the tent immediately rushed outside.

"What's happening?"
"Son-in-law, is something wrong?"

Sensing the energy Kim Young-Seok was emitting, they looked at the kneeling Cheonmun Guild member and asked.

"...It's nothing."

Though the mention of Doomsday made Kim Young-Seok shudder, he barely maintained his composure and glared at the Cheonmun Guild member who had requested the consultation.

"It doesn't look like nothing."

Lee Ji-Sook looked at Kim Young-Seok, who was trembling with anger.

"It really is nothing. We'll talk just the two of us."

After he spoke through gritted teeth, the other executives glanced at Kim Young-Seok and quietly retreated into the tent.

Kim Se-Bong, former Cheonmun Guild Master Cha Jin-Hwan, and Lee Ji-Sook didn't follow the executives and remained in place.

"Please."

Realizing that mishandling this situation might silence the Hunter forever, Kim Young-Seok asked them to leave, but...

"Ah-Ram asked me to help you unconditionally if you were in trouble."
"They were under my command. It's not right for them to leave without knowing anything."
"Young-Seok, if there's a burden, we should share it. Don't shoulder everything alone."

Though they didn't know what the Cheonmun Guild member had said, they read Kim Young-Seok's anxious expression and remained in place.

"Sigh..."

Kim Young-Seok exhaled deeply. Sitting in front of the guild member who knelt with his mouth firmly shut.

"Can they listen too?"
"..."

At Kim Young-Seok's question, the guild member raised his head and met his gaze.

"I'll vouch for them. They're definitely not involved."
"...I'll tell you."

With Kim Young-Seok's assurance, the Cheonmun Guild member made his decision and continued his story.


* * *


"So the Doomsday organization has existed since before the Great Cataclysm."

Lee Ji-Sook's expression hardened after hearing the Cheonmun Guild member's full account.

"They're the kind of people who view even their own children as humans who must be exterminated."

Before the Great Cataclysm, when modern civilization was just beginning to emerge, people who claimed to hear the Earth's voice gathered to establish the Doomsday organization.
And the current leader of Doomsday is the only surviving founding member, while the descendants of the deceased members come from the most prestigious families on Earth.

The Cheonmun Guild member confessed all the information he knew.

"Then why didn't you join the Doomsday organization?"

Kim Se-Bong, who had been listening quietly, posed this question.

"...I hated parents who saw me as a tool rather than a son."
"Ah..."

Cha Jin-Hwan sighed at the guild member's answer.

"Is it because it's exactly what your husband did?"
"..."

Lee Ji-Sook jabbed Cha Jin-Hwan's side with her elbow, teasing him.

"That's all the information I have. I could have learned more, but I would have had to join the organization."

The Cheonmun Guild member, whose parents were Doomsday members, muttered quietly.

"Then where is Doomsday located?"

Though there was no definitive proof he wasn't with Doomsday, all the information he revealed aligned with what Kim Young-Seok had suspected, so he decided to trust him.

"Doomsday has hideouts all over the world. But there's one place the leader never leaves."
"Where?"

When asked about the headquarters where the leader personally resided, not just one of the worldwide hideouts.

"Mount Baekdu."
"Mount Baekdu? Isn't that place now a monster paradise?"

China, which had the highest population among countries destroyed during the Great Cataclysm. When they failed to clear the numerous dungeons that erupted in China, the damage spread to neighboring countries, driving Russia and North Korea to ruin.

"How could they have headquarters in a place with so many monsters... Ah!"

Kim Young-Seok tilted his head at the guild member's words, then exclaimed as if realizing something.

"The Doomsday organization and dungeons have a friendly relationship."
"So monsters can distinguish Doomsday members?"

The guild member and Kim Young-Seok spoke simultaneously.

"Aren't all people the same? How can they tell the difference between Doomsday members and ordinary people?"

Cha Jin-Hwan questioned the guild member's statement.

"I'll explain that."

Just as the guild member was about to speak, Kim Young-Seok, now confident, spoke instead.

"You said they received the ability to communicate with dungeons from Earth. If that's the case, wouldn't monsters be able to recognize something about the ability given by Earth?"
"Yes, that's correct. Monsters distinguish between friend and foe by the wavelengths people emit."

When Kim Young-Seok spoke, the guild member added details to complete the explanation.

"We're having trouble managing the dungeons that erupted in Seoul. We can't go all the way to Mount Baekdu without physical evidence."

With all the puzzle pieces falling into place, Kim Se-Bong turned his head toward Mount Baekdu, the direction where North Korea once existed, and spoke.

"Anyway, I've told the Young Master all the information I have. So I ask that you reconsider the proposal I made."

Recalling the guild member's proposal to send the wounded back down, Kim Young-Seok examined him and said:

"I understand why you didn't reveal information about Doomsday—you were afraid they might harm you. But... why?"

Even with severed fingers, an A-rank or higher Hunter with healing abilities could regenerate them.
Of course, with so many injured, there's a shortage of healers, pushing his turn back in line. But once things settle down, he would certainly receive treatment, especially with the benefit of being a Cheonmun Guild member.

*He doesn't seem to be running away out of fear...*

If he had been afraid of monsters and wanted to escape, he wouldn't have been fighting them silently until now.
He would have revealed the information earlier and asked only for himself to be evacuated.

"What are you trying to gain by taking not just yourself but all the injured away?"

Just as Kim Young-Seok began to suspect the guild member might be planning something with the injured...

"I lost my fingers and have been lying in the medical tent for days."

Kim Young-Seok already knew his fingers had been severed when he knelt.

"I told you earlier. Treating the injured is not a complete cure but a temporary measure. Hunters who return to the battlefield after such temporary treatment rarely survive."
"Dying is the same for all Hunters."
"I know. Who doesn't know that everyone walks the path of death, struggling desperately to protect their families?"

The guild member bowed his head while kneeling.

"But injured Hunters are already demoralized. Moreover, the Hunters from the Hunter Association who came with you haven't had a chance to meet their families."

This was one of the things Kim Young-Seok regretted as well.

"Hunters who couldn't say their final goodbyes to their families are practically corpses now. Sending them back to the battlefield is too cruel."

At the guild member's words, Kim Se-Bong's eyes reddened with anger.

"Nonsense! You know well that even saying final goodbyes to family is a luxury! If we remove the injured from here now, it will create a huge gap in our forces, endangering the safety of those very families they so desperately want to see!"

As he shouted, the attention of Hunters outside turned toward them.

"...Didn't you say your family is with Doomsday? Are they at the Cheonmun building?"

Despite Kim Se-Bong's shouting, Kim Young-Seok kept his gaze fixed on the guild member and asked.

"No. I've been living with a hyung and his wife who have always supported and encouraged me, pretending they're my parents."

Sigh...

Kim Young-Seok had also been concerned about the injured.
As the guild member said, they couldn't fully treat Hunters with serious injuries to their limbs, so they applied temporary measures to stop the bleeding and sent them back to the battlefield.

This had been their approach so far, but he wasn't satisfied with it.

Everyone suffers equally.
Everyone dies the same way.

Such trite statements.
Maybe during the Great Cataclysm, they had protected this land and their families by demanding such sacrifices from Hunters, but Kim Young-Seok hated it.

"...This is what used to be Seoul. We're already surrounded by monsters on all sides. Is there a way to get the injured out of here?"
"Young-Seok!"

Kim Se-Bong glared at Kim Young-Seok and shouted, but he ignored him without even blinking.

"There is a way."
"What is it? If it's safe..."

Kim Young-Seok paused briefly before speaking.

"I'll send the injured back down right away."

Ch.187 - Meeting (6)
The injured were supporting each other as they began heading back toward the entrance we had come through.

Kim Se-Bong approached Kim Young-Seok, who was watching them leave.

"Why did you let them go?"

His voice was filled with anger. Despite this, Kim Young-Seok's expression remained impassive.

"Because their absence won't affect our combat strength."
"It will take the Cheonmun Guild Master's unit at least five more days to get here. What if the evolved dungeon sends monsters before then?"
"Then we'll have to stop them."

Kim Young-Seok looked at Kim Se-Bong with emotionless eyes.

"It's not too late to call them back."
"No. I won't do that."

Kim Young-Seok didn't think badly of Kim Se-Bong. In fact, even though he had refused when Kim Se-Bong had asked him to call him father, he secretly felt grateful. But he was drawing a line with Kim Se-Bong now, trying not to let personal feelings influence his judgment of the current situation.

"Things are different now. I understand what you're thinking, but unlike before, Hunters' abilities are now systematically organized, and we have enough supplies to hold out until Ah-Ram arrives."
"You don't understand how despicable humans can be. Once we start sending the injured to the rear, other Hunters will deliberately injure themselves to escape the battlefield. Can you handle that?"

That made sense. If there was a legal way to leave when staying here meant a high probability of death while fighting monsters...

*In the past, there were people who injured themselves to avoid military service.*

If people would harm themselves just to avoid military service, surely some would do even worse to avoid death.

If injured Hunters started leaving, their numbers would rapidly increase, and eventually there wouldn't be enough Hunters left to clear the dungeon and stop the monsters, leading to inevitable doom.

But...

Kim Young-Seok thought Kim Se-Bong's argument was quite contradictory.

Humans are despicable?

If he thought that, why had he spent his life as a Hunter trying to save people?

And wasn't he human himself?

"I..."

Kim Young-Seok stopped hesitating and spoke to Kim Se-Bong.

"I believe in people."
"You believe?"
"Yes."
"Is that why you purged the Association executives?"
"..."
"Is that why you killed the President and slaughtered the Scavengers? They were humans too. The humans you believe in. Do you think you have the right to say such things after killing them without mercy, without even giving them a chance to reform?"

Kim Se-Bong was contradictory, and so was Kim Young-Seok. All humans are animals living with hypocrisy and contradiction.

"Yes, I have the right."

Kim Young-Seok knew very well that his actions were hypocritical and contradictory, but he confidently told Kim Se-Bong that he had the right.

"I am the one who protects the Korean Hunters..."

To Kim Se-Bong, whose expression was unreadable—whether sad, happy, or angry—he introduced himself.

"Because I am the Association President."


* * *


"We're almost done clearing, so hang in there a little longer."

Except for the evolved dungeon, all the unified dungeons and regular dungeons had been cleared, with only one remaining.

Compared to before, the number of monsters rushing in had decreased significantly, making it much easier to fend them off as they attacked the Hunters clearing the dungeon.

Ziiing!

As the dungeon cleared, its entrance began to narrow, emitting a bright light.

The Hunters watching this scene felt hope rising in their hearts, and everyone cheered.

"We did it!"
"Damn, we can go home alive!"
"When I get back, I'm taking a shower and having a beer."

Kim Young-Seok watched the Hunters filled with joy, wanting to remind them that the evolved dungeon still remained, but ultimately said nothing and just observed.

"...You were right."

The day the injured retreated.

Kim Se-Bong and Kim Young-Seok had a fierce argument.
In the end, Kim Young-Seok had forcibly overruled Kim Se-Bong using his authority as Association President.

And today, exactly five days later, not a single Hunter had asked to be sent to the rear due to injury.
Instead, some of the Hunters who had gone to the rear had volunteered to escort supplies from Incheon.

"It wasn't about right or wrong."

Kim Young-Seok knew better than anyone that Kim Se-Bong wasn't wrong.

But as the Association President, he had to make a choice...

The difference was that while Kim Se-Bong had a greater love for the country, Kim Young-Seok valued individual lives more.

"There are no more monsters in this area now."

Cha Jin-Hwan, who had been holding back monsters trying to enter the dungeon at the front line, approached with his body covered in blood.

"Thank you for your hard work."
"It's nothing. You worked harder, Young-Seok."

Lee Ji-Sook, who had grown close to them while fighting on the battlefield, appeared out of nowhere and gently wiped Cha Jin-Hwan's face with a handkerchief.

"Now we just need to wait for Ah-Ram."

They had already agreed to clear the evolved dungeon together with Cha Ah-Ram's unit when they arrived.

"She said she'd arrive by this evening at the latest, so get some rest until then. I need some rest too, so I'll head to my tent first."

Kim Se-Bong patted Kim Young-Seok's shoulder and started walking toward his tent, then paused and turned his head slightly.

"The qualities of an Association President. I've seen them well. I leave Korea in your hands."

He muttered quietly before continuing on his way. Watching his back, Cha Jin-Hwan shook his head.

"I've never seen patriotic people live long... but that old man has lived quite a while."
"Honey, can you stop saying such unpleasant things?"

When he mocked Kim Se-Bong, Lee Ji-Sook's eyes grew sharp with reproach as she continued wiping his face.

"I wasn't lying."
"...Sigh, I know."

Lee Ji-Sook sighed at his boldness.

"It's always those who think of their country or take care of their comrades who die first. Those who only think of their own interests tend to live longer than those who do good deeds."
"...And that was us."
"That's right. We just watched Korea's system collapse for Cheonmun's benefit."

After discussing their past actions, Cha Jin-Hwan and Lee Ji-Sook turned their attention to Kim Young-Seok, who had been listening.

"What about you?"
"...I'm not sure."
"If the time comes when you have to choose between Korea and Ah-Ram, don't hesitate to abandon the country."

When Kim Young-Seok gave a vague answer, Cha Jin-Hwan firmly insisted he should abandon the country.

"Don't worry too much. In the past, countries were extremely sensitive because they were collapsing, but it's not like that now."

Having finished wiping Cha Jin-Hwan's face, Lee Ji-Sook clutched the bloodstained handkerchief in her hand.

"It's still a while before Ah-Ram arrives, so you should get some sleep too."
"...Yes."

Kim Young-Seok hadn't slept since the day the injured left the battlefield, troubled by Kim Se-Bong's words.
Knowing this, Lee Ji-Sook told him to get some sleep before leaving for their tent with Cha Jin-Hwan.

"...Abandoning the country for family."

If faced with such a choice, Kim Young-Seok would choose his family without hesitation.

But how would history remember him if he did?

"...Ah."

Perhaps because all the regular dungeons had been cleared, Kim Young-Seok's tension eased, making him dizzy and unsteady.

"I should sleep for now."

Since Ah-Ram was coming today, he decided to recover his condition and staggered to his tent, barely maintaining his balance.


* * *


Park Secretary, wandering around the pit that was once Seoul—now empty—spotted people resting together, not monsters.

"I found them."

He immediately took out his radio and sent a transmission to someone. Soon, numerous Hunters arrived at Park Secretary's location, led by Cha Ah-Ram.

"Over there."

As Cha Ah-Ram approached his side, he pointed toward where the people were.

"AH-JUS-SI!!!!"

She shouted loudly enough for Kim Young-Seok to hear.

"Agassi, if you shout like that, the remaining monsters might hear..."

Park Secretary tried to offer cautious advice, but Cha Ah-Ram just smiled and ran forward.

"Well... I'm a fool for worrying about those two."

Park Secretary gave a resigned smile as he saw Kim Young-Seok running at full speed toward them, having heard Cha Ah-Ram's shout.

"Ah-Ram!!!"

Kim Young-Seok, who had been sound asleep, jumped up at Cha Ah-Ram's shout and sprinted in the direction of her voice. In the distance, he could see Cha Ah-Ram running toward him just as fast.

As the distance between them narrowed, both of them slowed down.

"..."
"..."

Finally maintaining a distance where they could reach out and touch each other, Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram said nothing, just looking into each other's eyes.

After staying like that for a while, they examined each other's bodies for injuries, and then...

Smooch. Smoooch.

They both leaned in simultaneously and kissed.

"Tsk..."

Cha Jin-Hwan, who had also come running at Cha Ah-Ram's shout, clicked his tongue and turned his head away when he saw them kissing.

"Why? Do you want to?"

Lee Ji-Sook arrived beside Cha Jin-Hwan and asked with a mysterious look in her eyes.

"Ahem."

As Cha Jin-Hwan cleared his throat...

"Come here."

Lee Ji-Sook grabbed the nape of his neck and planted a deep kiss on his lips.

Ch.188 - The End In Sight (1)
Kim Young-Seok held Cha Ah-Ram's hand tightly, staring intently at her face.

"You'll wear it out if you keep staring," said Lee Ji-Sook, who was watching from outside the tent.

Though her face reddened at the comment, she refused to look away.

"Are you hurt anywhere?" he asked.
"What about you?" she countered.
"I asked you first."

When Kim Young-Seok pressed the question again, Cha Ah-Ram stroked his face.

"Who do you think I am? I wouldn't get hurt. I'm more worried about you, the fragile one."

Any Hunter who had been with Kim Young-Seok would foam at the mouth hearing such nonsense, but... the person saying it was Cha Ah-Ram, respected by everyone.

"I'm fine."
"Let me see."
"See what?"
"Your side."

Cha Ah-Ram lifted his shirt up.

"...This makes me sad."

Though Lee Ji-Sook's healing ability had treated the wound, rough scars remained. Her delicate hand caressed the scarred area before glaring at him.

"What did I tell you? I said not to rely too much on your ability and to always be careful."
"But I was an executive..."
"It's all because you were careless, trusting only your gravity ability!"

As she began scolding him, the others in the tent quietly slipped outside.

"Um, excuse me..."

Though he had desperately wanted to see her, this wasn't the reunion Kim Young-Seok had hoped for. He looked pleadingly at the departing people, but—

Swoosh.

A curtain fell, cutting them off from the outside.

"Did you ignore everything I told you?"

As she approached with fire in her eyes, Kim Young-Seok hung his head.

"But I did use my ability carefully, like you said."
"Don't talk back to me!"
"..."

After scolding him for a while, Cha Ah-Ram sighed.

"Your body isn't just yours, you know."
"I'm sorry."

To calm her down, he apologized and suddenly kissed her cheek.

"...Do you think a kiss will stop my nagging?"
"Should I give you another one?"

Looking at Kim Young-Seok's sly smile as he offered another kiss, Cha Ah-Ram finally chuckled.

"You're impossible."
"I have to be."
"You know that's not what I meant."

After staring incredulously at his terrible joke, Cha Ah-Ram finally puckered her lips.

"Kiss me here, not on the cheek."

Smooch.

He gave her a light kiss where she wanted.

"Don't rush in first again, even if Doomsday appears. Understand?"

With a softened voice, Cha Ah-Ram rested her head on Kim Young-Seok's shoulder.

"...I'll be more careful from now on."
"You're not promising to stop completely."
"Sorry."

Though Kim Young-Seok wanted to be cautious, whenever he heard the word "Doomsday," he thought of Han-Seok and his body moved automatically, leaving him only able to apologize.

After resting her head on his shoulder for a while without speaking, Cha Ah-Ram pulled his interlocked hand to her belly.

"...Huh?"

Kim Young-Seok's expression turned to surprise as he felt movement against his hand on her belly.

"It just moved!" he exclaimed excitedly.

"It's been wiggling around lately," she said.

Though he wanted to put his ear against her belly, Kim Young-Seok had lent his shoulder to Cha Ah-Ram, so he patiently satisfied himself with the vibrations he felt through his hand.

"What will you do now?" she asked.
"About the evolved dungeon? We'll clear it starting tomorrow."

Since they couldn't leave it alone forever, and with Cha Ah-Ram's troops having joined them, he planned to clear it the very next day.

"There are dungeons that even you and I together couldn't clear. What about those?"
"You mean the water-type dungeon?"
"Yes."

Honestly, he wanted to exclude the water-type dungeon, but if left alone, no one could predict how it might evolve.

The worst-case scenario would be if the A-rank water-type dungeon evolved to SSS-rank or higher.

"Modern equipment doesn't work there. And Hunters who can breathe underwater are too weak to clear it."
"We'll have to find a way."

His unsettled feelings gradually stabilized as he felt Cha Ah-Ram's warmth.

"I heard you found Doomsday's base... Mount Baekdu, was it?"
"Yes."
"That's troublesome. The northern region is crawling with monsters, far worse than here."

Cha Ah-Ram naturally shifted the topic to Doomsday, resting her face on his shoulder while watching his expression from the corner of her eye.

"We'll clear all the evolved dungeons first and eliminate the remaining monsters. That will make supplies easier, then we can think about it again."
"Should I just eliminate it completely?"
"With your compression ability?"

*I suppose you could eliminate it like you did with Seoul.*

"Yes, since we can't save the northern region anyway, it might not be bad to annihilate it along with the monsters."

Mount Baekdu.

Although South Koreans couldn't even approach Mount Baekdu after the Korean War split the peninsula—until North Korea was destroyed in the great cataclysm—Mount Baekdu remained a symbolic place for Koreans.

From the Dangun myth onward, Mount Baekdu had been constantly mentioned. Could such a place be eliminated by the compression ability?

*Seoul was destroyed too, but...*

Even Seoul, the capital, had been annihilated and turned into a crater, but with all dungeons cleared and enough time invested, it could certainly be restored.

"Let's think about it a bit more."
"Alright."

Having traveled a long way, Cha Ah-Ram closed her eyes and dozed off beside Kim Young-Seok.


* * *


From the next day, we moved incredibly busy. Though no monsters were visible nearby, I ordered Hunters to spread throughout the regions to kill any hidden monsters, except those needed to clear dungeons.

The remaining Hunters for clearing were assigned to various evolved dungeons according to their ranks and abilities.

"It's been a long time since I entered a dungeon with you," said Cha Ah-Ram.
"It's been a while since I came with Oppa too," added Baek Seol-Ah, who had joined us.

"You still don't have a boyfriend?" I asked her.
"I just haven't found anyone worthy," she replied.
"That's bullshit. It's not that you can't find anyone worthy—you're only looking at married men."
"Oh? If you know that, then hand yourself over."
"Go eat shit."

As Cha Ah-Ram and Baek Seol-Ah started arguing, I ignored their quarrel and looked at Park Secretary, who was dressed in Hunter gear rather than his usual suit.

"I heard you were badly injured. Are you feeling better now?"
"Thanks to Miss Baek Seol-Ah, I'm completely healed."

Park Secretary, whose right arm's tendons and nerves had been completely severed, smiled while flexing his arm.

"I heard you had a hand pierce through your side," he said.
"I'm fine too."

I twisted my body around like Park Secretary to show I was in good shape, but—

"Do you know how much the Agassi scolded me after you got hurt?"
"Park Secretary, are you blaming my Ahjussi?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been arguing with Baek Seol-Ah, immediately reacted to Park Secretary's words and rushed over.

"..."

As Park Secretary's face turned pale and he hung his head, I stepped in front of him.

"Don't be too hard on him."
"Ahjussi! Are you taking his side?"

Cha Ah-Ram started scolding both Park Secretary and me.

"That's enough," Lee Ji-Sook finally intervened after watching the scene.

"...Let's clear this quickly and go home."

After joining us, Cha Ah-Ram had sent Cha Jin-Hwan to stay with me but didn't share the tent herself, instead sleeping with Lee Ji-Sook for several days.

Whatever had happened, the Cha Ah-Ram who had initially attacked me murderously was gone, replaced by a parent-child relationship.

"Now we'll begin the clearing operation."

The Hunters who had been suffering at the hands of Doomsday began their counterattack.


* * *


As expected, there were 17 evolved dungeons in total.

They were classified as 16 regular dungeons and 1 water-type dungeon, with the regular dungeons being cleared smoothly.

"Once we kill that thing, we'll have cleared all but one."

In the dungeon's boss room stood the mythical divine beast Haetae, approximately 5 meters tall and made entirely of stone.

*A sacred animal that repels fire and calamity...*

While the bosses we'd encountered so far had weaknesses like those in games or books, I couldn't even guess what Haetae's weakness might be.

"Since books describe it as a divine beast that repels fire and calamity, it probably uses water-related abilities. Everyone be careful."

At my words, the Hunters who had entered the boss room to clear it spread out and surrounded the Haetae.

"Are you insignificant beings...?"

I was slightly surprised to actually hear it speak, though Park Secretary had mentioned that a monster called Durahani could talk.

"Do you finally point your swords at me, who protected you insignificant beings?"
"What nonsense."

At the Haetae's recitation, Cha Ah-Ram opened her palm to activate her compression ability.

"You're the insignificant one."
"Deplorable. I despise myself for having devoted myself to ungrateful beings."
"Cut the crap and come at me."

Even as Cha Ah-Ram provoked it, preparing to activate her compression ability the moment it moved, the Haetae remained motionless.

"Do you think killing me will help you avoid extinction?"

Unlike other bosses that attacked immediately, the Haetae kept trying to talk. Sensing something strange, I looked around to check if there were other bosses.

"The plan to exterminate you insignificant beings is already in motion. You who destroy our mother."

The Haetae's eyes turned red as it straightened its four legs and stood up.

"You doomed beings. I shall kill you here before hellish things unfold!"

Water droplets began forming on the boss room walls before cascading down like waterfalls.

"Everyone be careful!"

As the water rushed toward us, Cha Ah-Ram quickly canceled her compression ability and activated her hidden ability, Hellfire, spreading it around.

Hissss!

When the Hellfire met the water, steam rose and obscured our vision.

"Everyone be care—"

I was preparing to move at any moment when the Haetae suddenly appeared from the front, swinging its foreleg. I dodged by rolling backward.

Slash!

Kim Se-Bong, who had been far away, suddenly appeared and cut the Haetae's foreleg with his summoned Holy Sword.

"Young-Seok, I'm counting on you."
"Yes."

The attack left a small scratch on the foreleg, but it was temporary. The broken stone fragments reattached, returning it to its original state.

I activated gravity to press down on the Haetae, supporting Kim Se-Bong, who gripped his Holy Sword with both hands and struck the Haetae's head.

Crash!

The Haetae's head shattered into small stones that fell to the dungeon floor.

"Is that it?"

By now, the water flowing from the dungeon walls had stopped, and the steam was clearing.

"Don't let your guard down yet."

Since we weren't forcibly teleported outside as usually happens when a dungeon is cleared, Kim Se-Bong remained tense and continued smashing the Haetae's broken body with his Holy Sword.

Swoosh!

"K-Kim Se-Bong Hunter!"

Suddenly, the scattered pieces of the Haetae rose into the air and flew toward Kim Se-Bong's body. Watching this, I urgently used my gravity ability to suppress the flying stones.

"The playtime ends here."

Fortunately, Kim Se-Bong escaped and came to my side as the Haetae's voice echoed throughout the boss room.

"...Is that the boss?"

I looked with bewilderment toward where the Haetae had been. There stood a Haetae so enormous that I couldn't even see its head properly when I looked up.

Ch.189 - The End In Sight (2)
The Haetae had grown so enormous that it couldn't be properly seen within the 5M space. All the Hunters in the boss room had to crane their necks toward the ceiling.

"It's just grown larger. Don't be afraid and continue attacking...!"

With Cha Jin-Hwan's shout, the abilities of the Hunters who had entered with him began hitting the Haetae.

Boom! Crash!

After about a minute of bombarding the Haetae with attacks that kicked up clouds of dust, Lee Ji-Sook, who had been assessing the situation nearby, raised her arm, and all the attacking Hunters stopped at once.

"Insignificant creatures. Is this all? If this is all, is it now my turn?"

Despite the attacks including Cha Ah-Ram's Compression ability and Kim Young-Seok's Gravity ability, there wasn't even a trace of damage on the gigantic Haetae's body.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

As the previously motionless Haetae began to move, the dungeon started to shake, making it difficult for the Hunters to maintain their footing.

Boom.

The Haetae charged in a straight line and collided with the dungeon wall on the opposite side, making only a dull sound. However, the Hunters who had been in its path and failed to dodge were crushed to death under its massive paws.

"S-shouldn't we retreat for now?"

Seeing the Haetae impervious to all attacks, one of the Association executives who had come along nervously suggested retreating to Kim Young-Seok.

"We must not retreat."

Kim Young-Seok didn't want to continue fighting a monster immune to his abilities either. He knew better than anyone that retreating to analyze the Haetae's weakness before challenging it again would be the least risky approach. But excluding the dormant underwater dungeon, this was the last one.

Moreover, there was a possibility that the Haetae might evolve into another monster if they delayed. Rejecting the executive's suggestion, he said:

"I'll use my Gravity to go up and examine the Haetae's head."

As he called out to the other Hunters and prepared to apply Gravity to himself—

"I'll go with you."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been watching Kim Young-Seok from a distance, approached, asking to join him.

"You stay on the ground."
"What did I tell you? Ahjussi, I told you to stay quiet and not show off. What are you doing now?"
"..."

Kim Young-Seok's gaze wavered at Cha Ah-Ram's words, but...

"If I don't go up, we might not find a way to defeat it."

No one except Kim Young-Seok could fly within the dungeon.

At best, Cha Ah-Ram could fly using her shoe Artifact, but only for a very short time.

"We don't necessarily need to look at its head."

Cha Ah-Ram objected to Kim Young-Seok's answer. But he had already made up his mind and looked at her with a determined expression.

"Do you think anything will change if we just keep attacking from the ground?"
"..."

Cha Ah-Ram, who had been speaking confidently, fell silent.

"When both our abilities aren't working, someone needs to go up to the head and see what its weakness is."
"That's why we should go together..."
"Ah-Ram, if I go up, you need to stay down here. That's how it should be."
"This is so frustrating."

Kim Young-Seok kept trying to reason with Cha Ah-Ram. Finally, she stomped her foot in frustration.

"I'll be careful. So don't worry too much."
"You better not get hurt. Understand?"

Cha Ah-Ram, who had wanted to go up with Kim Young-Seok, finally gave up and caressed his face with worried eyes.

"I understand. I'll keep my promise to you."

With those words, Kim Young-Seok completely removed the gravity from his body, making it lighter than air, and began to soar upward.


* * *


Every dungeon has a different environmental terrain.

Some are jungles.
Some are lakes.
Some are very narrow.
Some are very wide.

And the height of this evolved dungeon they were trying to clear last was absurd. Kim Young-Seok had never seen a space with such height in any dungeon he'd visited before.

*Did the dungeon terrain change itself to match the Haetae's size?*

As he ascended to see the Haetae's head, he carefully examined everything, wondering if there might be a weakness somewhere.

As Kim Young-Seok continued to rise, he passed through a foggy area and finally saw the ceiling that had been invisible before, along with the back of the Haetae's massive head.

Hard stalactites had formed on the ceiling, and he could see water dripping from them gathering on the Haetae's forehead. He ascended a bit more to check what was on its forehead.

*A ruby?*

When he reached a position where he could mostly see the crown of its head, he finally discovered a huge red jewel embedded in the center of the Haetae's forehead.

Is that its weakness?

Kim Young-Seok wondered as he examined every corner of the Haetae's head, rising until he touched the ceiling. He then twisted his body to place his feet against it.

Whoosh!

After gently bending his knees and then extending his legs toward the Haetae's head, Kim Young-Seok flew—not quickly, but precisely—toward the Haetae's head.

Moving like an astronaut floating in space, Kim Young-Seok safely landed on the Haetae's head. He immediately released the gravity he had applied to his body and moved around to examine the weakness that wasn't visible from the outside.

"...Is that jewel the problem?"

As Kim Young-Seok muttered, thinking about the huge red jewel that looked like a ruby—

"Are you searching for my weakness?"

The Haetae's voice pierced Kim Young-Seok's mind.

*Have I been caught?*

As the voice resonated in his head, he immediately tensed up, mentally preparing an escape route and getting ready to move.

"Oh? Compared to other insignificant creatures, you have accumulated many good deeds in your life."

The Haetae spoke to Kim Young-Seok, who was preparing to escape, in a gentle tone.

"...How do you know that?"

He asked, remaining vigilant in case this was another ability.

"My name is Haetae. I am a being created from the imagination of insignificant creatures."

The Haetae, aware that it was created from human imagination, calmly explained to Kim Young-Seok.

"And among the abilities that insignificant creatures have bestowed upon me, I have eyes that see through everything."
"...Eyes that see through?"

Kim Young-Seok tried to recall the list of abilities he had attempted to memorize when he became the Association President, but he couldn't remember such an ability.

"I can discern what insignificant creatures are thinking. Whether they are good or evil. Whether they have accumulated good deeds or evil deeds."

*So it's not an offensive ability...*

Nevertheless, if it could truly read their thoughts, there was a high possibility that the Haetae had seen all the plans they were formulating.

"I see you've determined that the Stone of Life embedded in my forehead is my weakness?"

Just as Kim Young-Seok had confirmed that the red jewel was the Haetae's weakness and was planning to descend when the Haetae wasn't attacking, the mind-reading Haetae's voice reached him.

"Could you spare a moment to talk with me?"

Kim Young-Seok had never seen a monster requesting a conversation before. Though he couldn't understand its intention, he agreed, thinking it might buy some time.

"Do you know why our Creator wants to eliminate insignificant creatures?"

It's bringing this up right away?

"Because we're destroying the Earth?"

He answered concisely based on the information he had heard from Doomsday.

"Incorrect."

Incorrect? What does that mean?

"Isn't what I said right? The Creator you refer to is the Earth itself, and our habitat..."
"It's true that the Creator who made me is this planet, but it's not because worthless insignificant creatures are destroying the Creator's body that it wants to exterminate you."

What is this nonsense? Wasn't it because the Earth's environment was polluted and destroyed by humans during modernization that it wanted to exterminate us?

Then what was Doomsday talking about?

"Confused? You must be. Also, despite insignificant creatures obtaining special abilities they shouldn't have, why haven't you ever questioned it?"
"...Haetae, what exactly are you trying to say?"

Kim Young-Seok's eyes narrowed as he began to feel uncomfortable.

"You insignificant creatures have claimed this: 'Humans evolve faster than any other living being in dangerous situations.' So the abilities that insignificant creatures are using now are products of evolution. But you know what?"

With the Haetae's sly laughter...

"All those abilities you use are given by the Creator. That is, the Earth."
"These abilities are from the Earth?"
"Correct. They are given by the Earth."

Kim Young-Seok's expression showed disbelief at the Haetae's claim that the abilities were given by the Earth.

"Don't spout nonsense. Are you trying to brainwash me? I know very well that the Earth created dungeons and monsters to exterminate us, and now you're saying the only abilities we have to fight back were also given by the Earth?"

Kim Young-Seok's face reddened with anger at the Haetae's absurd statements.

"That's why you are insignificant creatures."
"What did you say?"

Kim Young-Seok, who had been looking for an opportunity to descend, became genuinely angry.

"To exterminate you, the Creator made a drastic choice. To directly create the imaginary creatures that you fear most and consider sacred..."

The Haetae began to explain what it knew, mocking Kim Young-Seok.

"That's how monsters—us—were born. But after creating monsters, there was no vessel to contain them, so dungeons were created. Dungeons became the vessels to contain monsters. At first, you insignificant creatures couldn't properly use your powers against monsters, these imaginary beings, and kept losing. But at some point, you started to adapt."

The Haetae was reciting information that Kim Young-Seok already knew from his Hunter studies.

"Humans, who had offered no resistance, began to use their arms and legs to escape at some point, and gradually developed further, counterattacking with weapons. Still, the Creator firmly believed it could exterminate the insignificant creatures. But then... 'he' appeared."

He appeared?
The Haetae paused as if recalling something, breaking Kim Young-Seok's concentration.

*I don't have time for this idle chat.*

Even at this moment, he could feel the Haetae's lower body continuing to move through the vibrations.

He was deciding whether to bring up the Hunters from the ground to destroy the red jewel that appeared to be the weakness, or to destroy it himself, waiting for an opportunity...

"He said he was a 'Dimensional Wanderer' from a parallel Earth. And he immediately entered the Creator's mental realm and made a deal."

While listening to the Haetae's useless talk, Kim Young-Seok was choosing between two options...

"Which would be greater: the number of humans killed by other humans, or the number of humans killed by us, the Creator's creations? That was the bet."
"...Huh?"

Kim Young-Seok, who had been deliberating, turned his gaze toward the Haetae's head, as if entranced by its words.

"At first, the Creator naturally wanted to bet that we would kill more humans, but it knew. It knew that humans are more evil creatures than us, the monsters... So it deliberated and eventually bet that humans killing humans would be greater."
"Suddenly making a bet? And the Earth bet on us killing each other? Are you making this up?"

As he listened, things weren't adding up, so Kim Young-Seok decided to descend. He reduced his normal gravity by half and jumped from the Haetae's body toward the ground.

"The reason abilities were given was to make you kill each other, and there's another reason too... But since you don't want to hear it, I can't help it."

As the Haetae sensed Kim Young-Seok descending without listening to the rest, it muttered:

[Kill them all.]

A single sentence penetrated the Haetae's head.

Ch.190 - The End In Sight (3)
When the Haetae's movements stopped, all the Hunters on the ground stepped back.

"...Did he do it?"

One of the Hunters who knew Kim Young-Seok had flown upward muttered...

"KUHUOOOONG!"

As the Haetae's roar echoed, the dungeon began to shake.

"Ahjussi."

Though she couldn't see him with her naked eye, Cha Ah-Ram worriedly murmured, thinking of Kim Young-Seok who would be up there.

The Haetae's body, which had stopped moving, began to move again. One of its massive front legs shot up into the air before swinging down forcefully toward the Hunters who had gathered behind.

KWANG!

The dungeon floor shattered, sending stone fragments flying in all directions.

Tuduk. Tuduk. Tuduk.

Barely avoiding the Haetae's attack, they deflected the sharp stone fragments with their abilities and weapons while quickly escaping from that spot.

SHWAAAK—

In the place the Hunters had vacated, water streams began to shoot up from the cracks in the broken floor, gradually taking shape.

"This thing just keeps going."

Cha Jin-Hwan muttered with an incredulous expression as he watched the water streams transform into dragon shapes.

"At least monsters with abilities like this didn't exist in our generation."

Lee Ji-Sook, who was moving around Cha Jin-Hwan providing support, responded to his muttering.

"An evolved dungeon..."

Kim Se-Bong muttered, looking up toward the head of the Haetae, which was so enormous it was barely visible.

"We only have one job to do."

Their job was to hold off the Haetae's attacks until Kim Young-Seok returned with knowledge of its weakness.

Because that was what they needed to do, none of them fled from the Haetae, which hadn't even flinched at Cha Ah-Ram's Compression ability.

"Insects! Die!"

Until now, the Haetae's attacks had been purely physical, but at its roar, the dragon-shaped water streams began to move through the air as if they possessed intelligence.

SHWUUUK—

One of the Association executives who had entered for the clear easily avoided the predicted path of a water stream's attack and was about to use his ability when—

"Look out!"

He turned his head at the shout of a nearby Hunter.

"Shit..."

A gaping maw, large enough to easily swallow a grown man, engulfed the Hunter.

"UUUGH!!!"

The Hunter who heard those final words activated his ability with such force that blood vessels burst in his eyes.

JJEOEOEK.

The water stream that had ground up the Hunter in its spinning, gear-like mouth began to freeze as it charged forward. He must have been an ice-type ability user.

"If we just don't let our guard down, we can definitely—AAAACK!!!"

As he spoke, the dungeon floor suddenly became wet, and water droplets formed and shot toward the Hunters like bullets.

A Hunter who barely noticed the water droplets trying to penetrate his body quickly threw himself aside, but his right leg was pierced by the droplets, leaving it mangled.

"Mr. Kim Se-Bong."

Lee Ji-Sook, who was watching from a distance, called to Kim Se-Bong, who nodded and sprinted at full speed to rescue the Hunter who could no longer use his right leg.

KKAANG!!!

Just as he approached the Hunter, the frozen dragon shape began to move and rapidly approached. Kim Se-Bong quickly drew his Holy Sword to block it.

However, as he deflected the ice dragon with his Holy Sword, shattered ice fragments ricocheted and embedded themselves in Kim Se-Bong's body.

Drip.

A thin line of blood trickled from Kim Se-Bong's mouth, but he deliberately hid it, showing only his back to the Hunter he had come to save.

"You, fall back."

Since a Hunter with a strong body could move faster than an ordinary person even with just one leg, the ice-type ability Hunter quickly fled to where Kim Se-Bong had been.

*I won't last much longer.*

Kim Se-Bong smiled bitterly.

One of the ice fragments that had ricocheted during the deflection had just pierced his heart.

He barely managed to squeeze his Mana Circuit to wrap part of the Holy Sword around his heart to stop the bleeding, but once his mental strength to summon the Holy Sword ran out, he would certainly die without treatment.

Of course, there were healing-type ability users here, but...

*I don't deserve treatment.*

The healing abilities used by healing-type Hunters weren't limitless. Like other abilities, they had clear limitations.

And treating fatal wounds consumed far more mental strength than treating minor injuries...

Eighty. That was the number of Hunters who had entered to clear this dungeon.

Among them, there were a total of five Hunters with healing abilities, including Baek Seol-Ah.

In other words, each healing Hunter was responsible for sixteen people...
If they used their mental strength to heal a fatal wound, they would have none left to treat other Hunters.

And using Baek Seol-Ah's Hunter ability on him was out of the question—there were Hunters who should take priority over him.

Even the Hunter he had just saved, though weaker, seemed far more useful in the current situation than his Holy Sword summoning ability.

When Kim Young-Seok took responsibility for the battlefield and protected all the Hunters, Kim Se-Bong had been busy just protecting himself.

That's why Kim Se-Bong had recently felt it strongly.

That he had become an old man past his prime... obsolete.

HWARARURURUK.

The summoned Holy Sword, sensing Kim Se-Bong's will, intensified the gentle flames it had been emitting.

"...Let's go."

With the companion that had been with him for half his life, he charged toward the dozens of water streams shooting up into the air.


* * *


The Haetae suddenly showed abnormal symptoms.

Kim Young-Seok realized that the Haetae he had been talking with had changed, its eyes turning red as it attacked the Hunters on the ground.

*...Should I break it?*

The massive red jewel on the Haetae's forehead.
That jewel was probably the weakness of the Haetae, this dungeon's boss.

But Kim Young-Seok hesitated.

The last things the Haetae had told him...

He had actually planned to pretend to go down while extracting information from the Haetae, but the Haetae had transformed.

"...Let's break it."

He didn't know exactly what was happening on the ground, but the Haetae wouldn't return to its original state.

He had experienced these symptoms countless times before entering this place.

The abnormal symptoms that occurred when a dungeon controlled a monster. The Haetae was definitely showing those symptoms, so Kim Young-Seok abandoned his hesitation and charged toward the forehead where the jewel was embedded.

Tat. Tat.

He applied his weight reduction ability to his body and strongly applied his gravity ability to his legs.

Wudeuk.

Though his bones made twisting sounds, he gritted his teeth and stood on the jewel.

KWAJIJIK.

As he stomped down on the jewel with his right leg, his leg penetrated it. Cracks began to spread from the penetration point, gradually widening until the entire massive jewel was covered in fissures.

Feeling it wasn't enough with one strike, he pulled out his embedded leg and stomped down again.

KWANG—!

The cracked jewel completely shattered, falling from the forehead to the ground below.

"...Don't forget. The one trying to destroy you is not our mother..."

Just before dying, the Haetae's reason seemed to return as it left Kim Young-Seok with final words.

URURURUNG.

The dungeon stones that formed the Haetae's massive body began to crumble.

"Utcha."

Kim Young-Seok, applying gravity to his body, lightly descended to the ground. Avoiding the falling stones, he shouted to the Hunters who had gathered in one place:

"We've cleared it."


* * *


The Dungeon Wave incident that occurred in Seoul.

What destroyed Seoul wasn't a monster but Cha Ah-Ram's Compression ability, though the Association records stated it was the monster's doing, not Cha Ah-Ram's.

The damage didn't end with just the capital being destroyed.

What had maintained South Korea as a powerful nation was largely the strength of its major corporations...

But because of this incident, all the dungeons were cleared, making it impossible to extract materials from them anymore.

Unable to obtain essential materials, the stock prices of major corporations plummeted to rock bottom. As factories shut down and all employees were laid off, the market economy naturally froze.

"This is giving me a headache."

It had already been two months since the Seoul incident was resolved.

Kim Young-Seok sat at the desk in the master bedroom, staring at the monitor and thinking deeply.

"Still not done with work?"

The bedroom door opened, and a grumbling Cha Ah-Ram appeared, naturally sticking close to his side.

"I have this one thing left, but it's giving me a headache."

Though he said this, Kim Young-Seok's gaze went to Cha Ah-Ram's protruding belly.

"It's about alternatives for revitalizing the market economy."

Cha Ah-Ram, now accustomed to his gaze, ignored it and read the text displayed on the monitor.

"Honestly, this isn't even my job... The government keeps dumping things on me because they say they can't function. If Hunter Kim Se-Bong would temporarily become President, I'd have an easier time."

Finally losing patience, Kim Young-Seok reached out to stroke Cha Ah-Ram's belly, smiling happily.

"Kim Se-Bong. That slick old man needs to be seated as the World Hunter Association President, so being President is impossible."

Skimming through the report on how to revitalize the market economy, Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head and said:

"So the point is that major corporations can't get dungeon byproducts anymore, which is causing the problem, and we need to find an alternative... but there are no more dungeons in our country, right?"

"Right."

When Cha Ah-Ram mentioned dungeons, he removed his hand from her belly and seriously contemplated something.

"So I was thinking..."

"Rejected."

"I haven't even said anything yet!"

"It's obvious."

Cha Ah-Ram snorted and said:

"...I absolutely will not agree to going north, so keep that in mind."

North—the place filled with ruined countries. She firmly rejected Kim Young-Seok, who had suggested going there multiple times.

Ch.191 - Daily Life (1)
After the great cataclysm, countless deaths occurred due to events orchestrated by the organization known as Doomsday.

"Association President, please take care of this as well."

The Hunter Association headquarters, originally located in Seoul, had temporarily moved to Nonsan. Once everything in Seoul was resolved, they established their new location next to the Cheonmun Guild headquarters.

Working from home.

The Cheonmun Guild had also suffered significant damage in this incident. Even the pregnant Cha Ah-Ram was reporting to the guild office. Finding it boring to stay at home alone, Kim Young-Seok also commuted to the newly built Hunter Association's president's office to handle his work.

"What is this?"
"It's a support request from Hunter Associations located in various countries around the world."
"..."

While South Korea had barely managed to clean up the mess Doomsday had created, many other countries were still dealing with ongoing situations.

The World Hunter Association kept pressuring them to send Hunters under the pretext that they had already provided support. Each time, Kim Young-Seok refused, citing the high number of casualties and unresolved situations.

Kim Young-Seok pressed his fingers against his throbbing temples as he looked at yet another support request.

"You won't be able to refuse this time."

Noticing that Kim Young-Seok was about to reject the support request again, as he had done every time before, the newly appointed secretary shook his head.

"Japan..."

While the World Hunter Association had sent the support request, they were merely mediating. The actual request for support came from Japan—South Korea's neighboring country.

"If we were to send support, how many would we need to send?"
"You'd need to send at least a thousand people."
"...A thousand."

The death toll among Hunters affiliated with the Hunter Association alone exceeded 50,000. If you included guilds, raid parties, and other groups, the number of lost Hunter lives was dozens of times higher.

"Please politely inform Japan that our situation isn't good either..."
"Association President."

The secretary handed Kim Young-Seok a tablet.

"They anticipated another rejection, so this time they've requested a direct video call."
"Hmm."

Kim Young-Seok looked at the tablet he received from the secretary and fell into thought.

"Alright. Leave this to me and go attend to your other duties."

Since the secretary assisting Kim Young-Seok was also busy, he left the president's office after being dismissed.

Ring ring.

After turning on the tablet, Kim Young-Seok saw that one contact was saved.

Click.

When he pressed the call button, a video call connected to the saved number.

[Are you Association President Kim Young-Seok of the Korea Hunter Association?]

A man with an innocent appearance appeared and asked in fluent Korean if he was speaking to Kim Young-Seok.

"Yes, nice to meet you. I'm Kim Young-Seok."
[Oh! Finally connected. I am Nakamura, the president of the Japan Hunter Association.]

When Kim Young-Seok confirmed his identity, the man's face brightened as he introduced himself.

"Your Korean is very good."
[Haha. Thank you for the compliment. I'm of Korean descent and have been interested in Korea since childhood, so I studied the language.]

The Japanese Association President knew Kim Young-Seok was just being polite, but he maintained his smile and tried to continue the conversation.

[Association President Kim Young-Seok. Since you've accepted this video call, may I interpret that you're thinking positively about our support request?]

Nakamura got straight to the point.

"...Support request. Yes, I received it. But I'm not thinking positively about it."

Kim Young-Seok didn't fall for Nakamura's approach.

"Rather, I'm curious why you asked the World Hunter Association to mediate a connection with South Korea."
[Pardon? What do you mean?]

Despite Kim Young-Seok's words, Nakamura's expression didn't change as he maintained his genial smile.

[South Korea, a Hunter powerhouse, is right next to our small country. We thought it would be more convenient for both countries to request support from South Korea rather than having other countries mediate...]
"Association President."

Kim Young-Seok's eyebrows twitched as he looked at the man whose expression remained unchanged.

"I don't recall Japan sending any support when our capital was destroyed and overrun by monsters."

Of course, it was the president from the Doomsday organization—who had died at Kim Young-Seok's hands—who had requested support from the World Hunter Association.

However, it was true that the support they received had minimized a lot of damage, so he couldn't deny that they had shed blood.

But the price had already been paid.
Kim Young-Seok, who had signed contracts ceding portions of Seoul's land to the countries that had sent support, considered the deal finished.

Of course, he was willing to send support to countries that had helped, depending on their requests, but he wouldn't send help to those who hadn't.

He wasn't a saint.

He couldn't save everyone. When he was a C-rank Hunter, he tried to save as many people as he could with his abilities, but after becoming the Association President, Kim Young-Seok began to see things he hadn't seen before.

All human lives are equal.

He always kept this in his heart, but... since Kim Young-Seok was also a person with a beating heart, he began to prioritize the lives of his compatriots—the citizens of South Korea—over those of other countries.

A request from Japan, who hadn't helped...

[...Association President. It's true that we were wrong not to send support. But our situation was also very dire, so it wasn't that we didn't want to send help—we couldn't send any.]

Having grasped the core of Kim Young-Seok's argument, Nakamura's expression hardened as he pleaded his case.

[We're also experiencing evolved dungeons appearing just like South Korea, and dungeons we've been maintaining are unifying due to materials. Please, I beg you, don't abandon us because of personal feelings.]

Personal feelings...

There was a time when relations between Korea and Japan were extremely poor.

"I'm not speaking from personal feelings."

In fact, Kim Young-Seok didn't harbor even a speck of negative feelings toward Japan.

It's just...

"I am the Association President representing South Korean Hunters. I refuse your proposal because I would rather die than trade with the blood of our Hunters."

Kim Young-Seok, bearing the heavy responsibility of being the Association President, had decided to prioritize his country's Hunters.


* * *


Cheonmun Guild Master's office.

Cha Ah-Ram, whose belly had grown considerably, had switched from her regular chair to one designed for pregnant women. While she was working:

"Ah-Ram."
"Ahjussi! You're done with work already?"

When the office door opened and Kim Young-Seok's face peeked in, she greeted him with a bright smile.

Responding to Cha Ah-Ram's warm welcome, Kim Young-Seok also smiled as he opened the door wider, entered the office, and walked toward her.

"Yeah, there wasn't much work today, so I finished early."

Despite his claim of finishing early, the clock on the wall showed it was 10 PM.

"I still have a lot left to do."
"...Letters to the bereaved families?"
"Yes."

Once the situation had stabilized, the first thing Cha Ah-Ram did was send handwritten letters to the families of Cheonmun Guild members who had lost their lives in Seoul.

In the past, she might have considered them expendable, thinking their positions could be filled by other Hunters, but after marrying Kim Young-Seok, Cha Ah-Ram had realized the importance of family.

"Want me to help?"
"No. This is something I need to do myself."
"..."

Looking at the admirable Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Young-Seok went behind her chair and started massaging her shoulders.

"Then what should I do?"
"You? Hmm..."

After thinking for a moment, Cha Ah-Ram pouted her lips.

"A kiss?"
"We do that every day."
"Are you tired of doing it every day?"
"N-no, that's not what I meant."

Kim Young-Seok's shoulders automatically hunched under Cha Ah-Ram's sharp gaze.

"Just keep massaging my shoulders for now."

Despite having a powerful physique, Cha Ah-Ram was exhausted from carrying a life in her womb. She put down the fountain pen she was holding, leaned back in her chair, and closed her eyes.

Seeing her struggle, Kim Young-Seok silently continued massaging her shoulders.

"Ah-Ram."
"What is it?"

Breaking the long silence, Kim Young-Seok called out to Cha Ah-Ram, and her closed eyes slowly opened.

"Let's go on a honeymoon."
"A honeymoon?"
"We talked about it before. We said we'd go once things settled down. Don't you remember?"
"I remember."

Cha Ah-Ram tilted her head.

"But you haven't mentioned it until now, so I thought we weren't going."
"We're going."

Currently, South Korea was being supported by Kim Young-Seok as the Association President, Cha Ah-Ram as the Cheonmun Guild Master, along with corporate leaders and Kim Se-Bong, who was running the interim government.

Among them, Kim Young-Seok was handling not only his own responsibilities but also tasks that should have been managed by the government. If he were to disappear now, the country would fall into chaos like it had been hit by a bomb.

Not understanding why he would suggest a trip despite knowing this, Cha Ah-Ram carefully asked:

"Did something happen?"
"You always talk as if I need a reason to suggest going somewhere. It's not like that."
"If it's not like that, why now? Right now, you're handling government work, not just Association matters."
"...Both, actually."

Kim Young-Seok's expression darkened at Cha Ah-Ram's words, but sitting in her chair, she couldn't see his face.

"I've already sorted out the major tasks. Only minor things remain, which the executives can handle."
"But you said you don't trust the executives."

They had talked a lot when they returned home. Cha Ah-Ram recalled how Kim Young-Seok had described the Association executives as if they were traitors who had sold out the country.

"I don't trust them. But they also know they won't survive if they betray us now."
"...You've changed a lot."

Cha Ah-Ram raised her arm to touch Kim Young-Seok's face, which she couldn't see.

"You've changed a lot too."
"That's all because of you, Ahjussi."
"My changes are all because of you too, you know?"

Kim Young-Seok stopped massaging her shoulders, came to the side of the chair, sat on the armrest, and met her gaze.

"Do you dislike that?"
"No, actually, your methods work really well sometimes. I'm grateful for that."

At Kim Young-Seok's words, Cha Ah-Ram made a mischievous expression.

"That's why they call you a demon these days, right?"
"..."

Kim Young-Seok sighed, aware that people called him a demon behind his back because of his ruthless methods, though he couldn't hear it directly.

"In my eyes, you're very cool."
"Thank you."
"...Don't you have anything to say to me?"
"Huh? Oh, you're pretty too."

When he just said thank you, Cha Ah-Ram looked displeased. Kim Young-Seok quickly reviewed what he might have done wrong and exclaimed urgently when he realized.

"It's too late now."

Cha Ah-Ram turned her head away.

"My always beautiful wife. Please don't be angry."

At Kim Young-Seok's aegyo, she smiled slightly, turned her head back, and wrapped her arms around his neck.

"Then carry me home in your arms."
"Should I?"

Kim Young-Seok immediately picked up Cha Ah-Ram and left the Guild Master's office to head down to the first floor.

Ch.192 - Daily Life (2)
The desk was piled high with documents.

Kim Young-Seok stared at the papers with weary eyes, repeatedly checking his wristwatch.

*I'm going to be late at this rate.*

Today was supposed to be their date—just the two of them, like normal couples. She would definitely be disappointed if he was late.

"Association President, if you could just approve all these, today's work should be complete."

The secretary, oblivious to the situation, brought more documents and stacked them on the desk.

With a sigh, I looked at the pile of papers and realized I might not only be late but miss the date entirely. I abruptly stood up from my chair.

"Association President?"
"I'm taking a half day."
"A half day? What do you mean?"

The secretary tilted his head questioningly.

"I'm leaving for the day."

I grabbed my coat from the chair and hurried out.

"A-Association President! Where are you going? What about the work? All of this needs to be processed!"

The secretary, finally grasping the situation, shouted after me.

"Nothing will change if I skip one day. You should leave early too, Secretary. That's an order from the Association President."

I stated firmly—Cha Ah-Ram, my wife, was more important than work.


* * *


Twenty minutes before our meeting time.
I arrived at our meeting spot just in time.

*Thank goodness.*

Not seeing Cha Ah-Ram anywhere, I sighed in relief and took out my phone.

-Me: Where are you?
-Wife❤: I'm here.

Her immediate reply made me look around, but my beloved wife was nowhere to be seen.

-Me: I don't see you.

As I was typing another message...

"Guess who?"

A clear voice came from behind me as hands reached out to cover my eyes.

Soft touch. Warm feeling. Cha Ah-Ram's small but comforting hands.

I placed my hands on hers—hands I would hold until the end of my life.

"My love?"
"Hehe. You should say my name."

She laughed and urged me to say her name.

"The most beautiful wife in the world?"
"While it's true I'm the most beautiful and your wife, you should say my name."

As the wind blew, her hair caressed my cheek before disappearing.

Without saying her name, I turned around to see Ah-Ram's crescent-moon smile.

*Smooch.*

After my surprise kiss, Cha Ah-Ram blushed with her arms around my neck.

"T-that's cheating."
"Don't let go."

I held her hands as she tried to remove her arms from my neck, gazing into her eyes.

"...Y-you're supposed to say my name."

Despite being married, she still wasn't immune to such actions, turning her bright red face away.

"Cha Ah-Ram, whom I love most. Happy now?"

I whispered gently into her ear as she looked away.

"...Yes."

Seemingly satisfied with my answer, she nodded and whispered softly.

"Then you have to guess who I am too."
"What? Kyaaa!"

While her arms were around my neck, I ducked down, moved behind her, and hugged her from behind, nibbling her earlobe.

"Guess who I am."
"A-Ahjussi... hng!"
"My name isn't Ahjussi, you know?"

I parted my lips slightly and licked her earlobe, making her legs tremble. I tightly embraced her swollen belly with both arms.

"..."
"Could it be you're not answering because you want to stay like this longer?"
"T-that's not it."
"Don't you like being with me like this?"

She firmly gripped my hands around her belly and shook her head quickly.

*This is fun.*

Come to think of it, we never had a normal courtship. It started when the infamous S-rank Hunter and Cheonmun Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram suddenly barged into my home and approached me, a mere C-rank Hunter.

*I was really scared back then...*

I was constantly anxious, fearing my actions might harm those close to me.

Our relationship began strangely—I pushed her away while she kept approaching—so we never experienced normal dating.

*I should do it now, at least.*

Even though we're already married, I want to experience the innocent romance of couples.

Holding hands, walking together, looking at the same things, eating delicious food together, and sharing the same memories.

I have my own obsessions too.

I want to monopolize everything about her—the woman who became my family in this world.

*Well, I'm sure Ah-Ram wouldn't mind...*

Though I didn't ask her opinion, she's even more intense than I am. She'd surely be thrilled if I told her what I was thinking.

"A-Ahjussi, that's too much."
"Sorry, did it hurt?"
Her voice pinching my forearm brought me out of my thoughts.

"It doesn't hurt... but it's a little embarrassing."
"What's embarrassing?"

Though I knew passersby were glancing at us embracing on the busy street, I teasingly asked, not wanting to let go.

"...You're just going to tease me again."
"You know me well? But why won't you say who I am? I told you."

I removed my right arm from around her waist to stroke her soft hair, and resumed nibbling her earlobe.

"Kim Young-Seok."
"Just Kim Young-Seok?"
"T-the most handsome man in the world and my husband, Kim Young-Seok! S-so please stop..."

I removed my lips from her earlobe, leaving a trail of saliva clinging to it.

"..."

Cha Ah-Ram gripped my left arm tightly with both hands and lowered her head.

*Was I too mischievous?*

I enjoyed teasing her and got carried away, but I don't regret it. I slipped my left arm out and moved to her right side to link arms.

"We'll be late. Let's go watch the movie."
"...Whose fault is that?"

Though she muttered quietly, she didn't seem to mind as she leaned against me.


* * *


Upon arriving at the crowded movie theater, Cha Ah-Ram frowned with her delicate eyes.

"What's wrong? Are you feeling sick?"

My heart dropped at the sight of her frown, especially given her pregnancy.

"There are too many people."

It was a relief to hear that, as I'd been constantly worried about her health since she'd struggled so much in Seoul during her pregnancy.

"There are too many people, it's bothering me. We should just rent the entire theater, or better yet, buy it so just the two of us..."
"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"

I stopped her as she glared fiercely at the people around us.

"I don't have any memories of dating you normally."
"..."

She closed her lips, seeming to understand what I meant.

*I expected her to be uncomfortable.*

She'd been so busy recently helping restore Seoul that whenever she had free time, she wanted to spend it alone with me. I had anticipated this reaction.

But I couldn't compromise today.

"Once our child is born, we won't be able to have dates like this anymore. I want to create these small memories together, even if it's just now."
"...Does it have to be in a place like this?"

Her closed lips opened.

"Yes, it has to be here."

I recalled the moment I made my bucket list when I quit being a Hunter.

"One of the items on my bucket list was to go to a movie theater arm in arm with my lover if I ever had one. Just like normal people."
"That's unfair."
"It's what I wanted. Will you do it for me?"

Finally, she sighed in surrender and buried her face in my shoulder.

"Thank you for understanding. Now let's buy popcorn and drinks and go in."

I led her to the concession counter.

"How may I help you?"

The employee was momentarily startled seeing us but quickly recovered and asked with a smile.

"One large popcorn set, please."
"Confirming your order of one large popcorn set?"

The employee asked again.

"...Churros and hot dogs."

Cha Ah-Ram mumbled very quietly against my shoulder, just loud enough for me to hear.

"Oh, and add two hot dogs and one churros, please."

I quickly added to my order as Cha Ah-Ram pinched my side.

"One large popcorn set, two hot dogs, and one churros. Here you go."

After paying, we waited briefly until another employee brought out our order.

"Help me carry these?"
"Hmph."

Though she snorted when I asked for help, she took some of the items.

"Thanks."
"You'll have to fulfill my bucket list items later too. Otherwise, I'll be upset."
"Alright. I'll do whatever my wife wants."
"Promise?"
"I promise."

Looking at me with suspicious eyes, Cha Ah-Ram eventually shook her head in resignation.

"I don't really trust someone who doesn't keep his promises, but fine."

I soothed her grumpy response as we found our seats—E15 and E16.

I placed the cola in the cup holder, the popcorn on my lap, and handed her one of the hot dogs and the churros.

"Just a moment."

I took out a handkerchief from my pocket and tucked it into her collar to protect her clothes while she held the churros and hot dog.

"What? Did your heart skip a beat?"

I grinned at her blushing face after I placed the handkerchief.

"..."

Seemingly annoyed, she forcefully shoved the long churros into my mouth.

"Be quiet, people are looking."

Though she used to dismiss others' stares as "insect gazes" and ignore them, her emotions had become more pronounced since her pregnancy. She effectively silenced me.

I bit off a piece of the churros in my mouth, returned the rest to her, and obediently turned my attention to the screen showing advertisements.

Soon the ads ended, the movie began, and the lights dimmed.

*She's really beautiful.*

Despite her earlier complaints, I glanced at her profile as she watched the movie with sparkling eyes, and found myself in awe once again.

Her small face with delicate features. Silver hair flowing down to her hips.
If there were a god, they would have created her with utmost care—a woman blessed with both beauty and ability.

Feeling grateful once more that she loved me, I took her hand resting on her knee.

"What is it?"

Engrossed in the movie, she immediately looked at me when I took her hand.

"Nothing."

I shook my head and smiled faintly.

Ch.193 - Daily Life (3)
As the movie ends and the credits roll, the lights come on, brightening the previously dark theater.

People begin to leave one by one, but Cha Ah-Ram and I remain seated.

Once everyone has left, I take her hand as she sits beside me.

"Are you okay?"

It was a sad romance film.

"...I don't know," she shakes her head in response to my question.

Cha Ah-Ram had never shed tears even when countless people died. I can't remember seeing her cry except for that time when I spoke harshly to her.

I knew her emotions had become more volatile lately, but I didn't expect her to cry during a movie.

*Maybe we should have watched something else?*

Even though I'm not the one who made her cry, seeing my beloved in tears weighs heavily on my heart.

"Look at you becoming a crybaby. When our child is born, I'll have to tell them how their mom cried watching a movie."

I whisper as I pull her into my arms, trying to lighten the mood with a casual smile.

"Absolutely not. If you tell, I'll tell the baby that daddy is weaker than mommy."

My authority as a father is in danger...!

But I'm relieved to hear her voice regaining some of its usual energy.

We stay embraced for a long while until the cleaning staff enters the theater. When they approach our seats, we quietly get up and head toward the open door.

* * *

The Cheonmun Guild Master.
The Korea Hunter Association President.

The leaders supporting a country thrown into chaos after Seoul, the capital, disappeared.

Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram.

*"Wow, amazing! Isn't that the Association President and the Cheonmun Guild Master? First time seeing them in person."*
*"I've only seen them on TV. This is incredible."*
*"I heard they lived around here, but looks like they're on a date."*

The couple walking arm in arm is currently being praised by all media outlets like they're extracting every last drop from a bone broth.

National pride.

["South Korea with its capital gone." Despite over 90% of guilds disappearing, foreign countries don't dare to make a move because of this couple?]

["Cheonmun Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram." "Korea Hunter Association President Kim Young-Seok." The measure accounting for 95% of our country's power.]

[What does the future hold for the child soon to be born between these two absolute beings?]

The couple is worshipped like gods by all media, but no one questions it. Some analyses even suggest that the entire world combined couldn't defeat the power this couple possesses.

"Are you not tired?"
"I'm fine."

People pretend not to notice, but they're focusing all their attention on the couple walking down the street, while the couple simply ignores them.

"We sincerely thank you for visiting our Starlight Restaurant."

When the couple enters a recently built tall building and goes into a restaurant, all the staff bow in greeting.

"I asked beforehand not to make a fuss that might disturb other customers."

As the restaurant manager speaks while sweating nervously, Kim Young-Seok's right eyebrow twitches slightly, and he speaks in a low voice.

"But when two such distinguished guests visit our restaurant, if we don't do this..."

The manager keeps bowing repeatedly. Noticing him glancing at Cha Ah-Ram, Kim Young-Seok finally sighs.

"How long are you going to keep us standing here? I'd like to be shown to our table now."

"I-I'm sorry. I'll guide you right away."

The manager quickly straightens up and gives instructions to the staff who had been bowing alongside him, then personally guides them to their reserved seats.

"If you have any preferred seating, please let me know."

"There's no need to take seats from other customers. We made a reservation for this table specifically."

Window seats are generally considered the best in restaurants, but Kim Young-Seok had deliberately reserved a table in a corner.

"Ah-Ram, how about seafood?"
"Sounds good."
"Shall we go with this then?"

Kim Young-Seok picks up the menu from the table, examines it carefully, and shows what he's looking at to Cha Ah-Ram who sits demurely, asking her about various options.

Having apparently finished selecting their meal, he closes the menu and places it back on the table.

"We'll have today's recommended course meal and non-alcoholic champagne, please."

He speaks to the manager who has been continuously wiping sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief.

"Yes, understood."

The manager takes the menu from the table with trembling hands and immediately leaves.

"I heard this is the restaurant with the best reputation for food in the area."

He reaches out to take Cha Ah-Ram's hand as she gazes at him affectionately, and smiles.

"Not booking the entire place is also part of your bucket list to have a normal date like at the movie theater?"
"Yes. I wanted to try something like this."

The restaurant is full of tables.

Fortunately, they reserved a corner table; if they had been seated by the window, they would have been stared at throughout their meal.

"Honey."
"What is it?"

She usually calls him "Ahjussi," but occasionally uses "honey."

"The baby just kicked."
"Must be hungry."

Kim Young-Seok, knowing that Cha Ah-Ram switches from "Ahjussi" to "honey" when talking about the baby, smiles warmly as he moves closer to her and places his hand on her swollen belly.

"Just wait a little longer and delicious food will be here soon."

He whispers with his ear close to her belly, and feels a vibration as if in response.

"The baby is asking if it's really delicious."
"Well, from what I've heard, this place is new, but given some time, it would earn three Michelin stars."
"Michelin went bankrupt ages ago, and you're still talking about Michelin?"

To be precise, it was Cha Ah-Ram who destroyed it before she started dating Kim Young-Seok.

"....."

There was an incident where Cha Ah-Ram found a bug in her food at a three-star Michelin restaurant. She immediately demolished the Michelin headquarters, adding another line to her many accomplishments (or rather, infamous deeds).

"....."

When Kim Young-Seok doesn't respond, Cha Ah-Ram realizes what she just said, and her face flushes.

"This was truly unfair to me. The story spread that I destroyed Michelin because of a bug, but their hygiene was terrible too. I didn't intend to destroy it, but they insisted it wasn't a bug but a vegetable, and before I knew it..."

As she hurriedly explains, Kim Young-Seok smiles and places his index finger on her lips, stopping her words.

"I'm not criticizing you."

Her many infamous deeds.

Kim Young-Seok didn't mind them.

Though he didn't necessarily think her actions were right, knowing about them didn't diminish his love for her—they were less significant than dirt under his fingernails compared to his feelings.

"I am Head Chef Kang Myeong-Sik, responsible for preparing the Association President and Guild Master's meal today."

Just as Cha Ah-Ram, with her flushed face, was about to lean toward Kim Young-Seok's burning gaze, a man approached their table and introduced himself as Kang Myeong-Sik.

Kim Young-Seok immediately returns to his original seat.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Kim Young-Seok."

But Kang Myeong-Sik's attention is frozen by Cha Ah-Ram's death stare, preventing him from delivering the lines he had practiced in the kitchen.

"Ah-Ram."
"....."

When Kim Young-Seok calls her name, Kang Myeong-Sik feels the oppressive aura disappear. He shivers once, takes a deep breath, and proceeds to explain the course meal.

* * *

"How was it?"

In the darkened evening.

As I gaze at the faint crescent moon piercing through the darkness, thinking how similar it is to Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, I ask about the restaurant meal.

"It wasn't bad, but I prefer your cooking, Ahjussi."

It makes me happy to hear she likes my cooking better.

I naturally interlock my fingers with hers as we slowly walk through the night streets.

"Is the date over now?"

She asks as we walk toward home.

"I wonder?"
"There's more?"

Her voice is calm, but filled with expectation.

"That's a secret."

When I tell her it's a secret, her lips pout slightly.
The sight almost makes me burst into laughter, but I hold it back and lead her to the place I want to go.

After pretending to be upset for just a moment, she returns to her usual self, unlocks our fingers, and clings to me by linking arms as she normally does, continuing our conversation.

Feeling her warm body temperature, we keep talking until we reach our destination.

"Come this way."
"This is a rice field, isn't it?"

There have been many changes since we settled here.

Goseong, South Gyeongsang Province.

What was once little more than a rural village is now called the second capital by everyone after Seoul, the original capital, disappeared.

The restaurant we visited earlier is one of the businesses that moved in after the Dungeon saturation ended.

The town center, which once had only a few stores, now flourishes more than the streets of Seoul, and the shabby houses have transformed to resemble those in wealthy neighborhoods.

But some things remain unchanged.

Namely, our neighborhood.
I insisted this area shouldn't be developed, and Cha Ah-Ram agreed.

Rice plants bowing their heads, emitting a golden light.

Having prepared a path between the rice fields in advance, I lead her inside as she looks at me questioningly.

"Ah-Ram."

When we reach our destination—the place I had prepared—tears well up in Cha Ah-Ram's eyes.

A spot where I had cut down some rice plants in the middle and created a large heart with red candles on the ground.
On our way here, I had texted one of the Cheonmun Guild members to light the candles.

"....."

I've never done anything like this for her before, so it feels awkward and embarrassing, but seeing her tears gives me courage as I position her in the center of the heart drawn with candles.

"Will you understand if I can't sing well?"

A song I practiced in bits and pieces while handling my Association President duties, just for her.

I convey my deepening love to her.

Ch.194 - Our Memories [FIN]
"Is this really the last time?"

Cha Ah-Ram asks me.

"We can't just leave it hanging forever. If there's a beginning, there has to be an end."

The first thing I did after retiring as a C-rank Hunter.

Internet broadcasting.

While streaming, many things happened, and I made plenty of precious memories.

*I need to let it go now.*

The broadcasts I enjoyed, though brief, became difficult to maintain with my Association President duties. I don't know how long I'll remain President, but it certainly won't end anytime soon.

Click.

[Retired Hunter's broadcast has started.]

As I press the start button, my phone lights up with a notification that the broadcast has begun.

-Oh, you're streaming?
-Eunha~
-Hello, Association President!
-Pride of Korea! Pride! Pride!
-Weren't you busy?

Many people must have seen the notification and joined the broadcast, as the chat rapidly fills up.

-Loving Youth: Hello, Ahjussi.

While scanning the chat with my enhanced vision, I spot a familiar username.

Loving Youth.
My first fan.

"Hehe."

When my eyes meet with Cha Ah-Ram, who's sitting quietly beside me holding her phone, she gives me a beautiful smile.

Truly.

No one would have expected that Cha Ah-Ram—considered the strongest among S-rank Hunters and known for her cruelty—would watch the unremarkable broadcast of a former C-rank Hunter turned civilian.

Memories flash through my mind: the minesweeper game we played together, the whack-a-mole game, and so many others.

"Eunha."

Breaking from my thoughts, I greet my precious viewers.

-Eunha~
-Eunha!
-Oppa, I'm dying!!
-Eunha!
-Which girl just called Ahjussi "Oppa"?

The viewers respond to my greeting. Among them, I notice a viewer calling me "Oppa" and Cha Ah-Ram's chat glaring daggers at that viewer.

-I was surprised when you suddenly started streaming. Did something happen?
-Did a dungeon break?
-If the Association President is streaming, it must be serious, right?

As the chat heats up trying to figure out why I'm streaming, I speak to calm them down.

"Do I need a reason to stream? I was a broadcaster before becoming Association President."

-Ah~ The Association President was a broadcaster!
-Broadcaster (S-rank Gravity Ability User)
-Broadcaster (98% of South Korea's power)
-Broadcaster (Has a wife who's too strong)

The speculations disappear, replaced by teasing comments flooding the chat.

"I never imagined I'd become Association President."

No. Meeting Cha Ah-Ram itself probably used up all the luck I was meant to have in my lifetime.

"Come on, everyone, settle down."

As I try to control the atmosphere—

"Hello everyone."

-Hello, Guild Master!
-I'm a B-rank Hunter! I want to join the Cheonmun Guild!
-Strong Noona appears ㄷㄷ
-Stop the chat!
-She's insanely beautiful.

Who are you looking at?

As a husband, I'm happy when people call her pretty, but it's also annoying.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes?"
"I was trying to set the mood, but you ruined it."
"Oh! What should I do then?"

Despite her words, her mischievous face breaks into a grin.

"...That's cheating."
"What?"
"That expression is cheating!"

Smooch!

Seven minutes into the broadcast, with over 80,000 viewers watching, I grab Cha Ah-Ram's face and kiss her.

-...
-What is this?
-Why suddenly kiss?
-He's even using his tongue!!!!
-Was setting the mood just an excuse for a kiss?
-Explain! Explain! Explain!
-You idiots, they're married, what's there to explain?
-Where's my wife? ㅠㅠ

"Mmph...!"

Though she hits my shoulder with her palm, eyes wide open, I don't give up and continue exploring her lips and tongue.

After kissing for a while, I suddenly remember we're broadcasting, and embarrassment floods my entire body.

"Haah..."

As our lips part, a sensual sound escapes and a thin thread stretches between my lips and Cha Ah-Ram's.

"...This is a mess."

I scratch my head, thinking about the retirement ceremony I had practiced.

*When has practice ever worked for me anyway?*

Seeing the chat moving at a speed invisible to normal people due to the aftermath of the kiss, I put everything aside and calmly begin what I wanted to say.

"I was a non-combat C-rank Hunter. After wandering for many years, I finally retired and..."

The memory of awakening as a C-rank Hunter.
The pain of blaming myself for my parents' deaths and losing many comrades while exploring dungeons.
The loneliness that came after retiring from ten years as a Hunter.
The small happiness I found through broadcasting.
The fear, confusion, sadness, and then happiness and love I found with Cha Ah-Ram.

I speak from my heart rather than reciting the prepared script.

"I dreamed of a simple life."

-The Association President calling it a simple life;;
-Well, he's married to Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram, so this is simple for him.

Seeing the funny comment, I can't help but burst into laughter.

"Hahaha. That's right. Marrying my wife was already hell-difficulty."

I feel a sharp gaze from beside me, but I ignore it and continue.

"Somehow, I ended up in a position far beyond what I deserve. That's why I had to make a choice."

-Wait?
-No way?
-Is it just me, or is the username particularly noticeable today?

Really.
I never imagined I'd actually retire as "Retired Hunter."

"You're right. I've come to realize that continuing to broadcast is no longer feasible. That's why I turned on the stream today—to bring it to an end."

Squeezing Cha Ah-Ram's hand beside me.

"Thank you for your excessive interest and love. It's because of you that I could come this far. Though I'm retiring as a broadcaster, I'll remain steadfast as Association President, so please come to the Association anytime you have troubles."

After taking a moment to catch my breath and glancing at the frozen chat, I slowly bow my head.

"Thank you for watching Retired Hunter's broadcast until now."


* * *


"Boo! Peek-a-boo!"

On a small wooden bed, a man lies with his arm propped up, making funny faces at a baby. His face is full of smiles.

"Honey, dinner's ready."

Hearing a clear voice from afar while playing with the baby, he stops.

Float, float.

Without any warning, the baby floats into the air, and the man carefully takes the child into his arms. He leaves the room and walks down a long corridor.

"Smells delicious."
"It's not just the smell that's good."

In the spacious living room, he hands the baby to the waiting woman.

"I'll wash my hands and be right back."

He quickly disappears toward the bathroom.

"Princess. Don't monopolize your dad too much."

The woman, who had shown a warm smile to the man, glares at the grinning baby with a cold expression, but eventually—

"Sigh, what am I doing?"

She sighs.

"What else? Being jealous of my own daughter."

The man, who washed his hands in an instant and returned, leads the angry-looking woman to the table set with food.

"..."

The man's beaming expression quickly fades as he sees the food.

"You don't like it?"
"Uh, what?"
"I asked if you don't like it?"
"No, I love it. Hahaha."

He shakes his head at the sudden question and laughs awkwardly.

Mostly stamina-boosting foods.
Knowing the intention behind the meal, he stares at the food without needing an explanation.

"According to rumors I heard through the grapevine, S-rank Hunters go for at least three days when they're together."
"..."
"I think someone needs to reflect."
"Ah, no. How could I possibly go for three days with our daughter here..."
"You can leave her with my mother, can't you? You don't want to?"

Flawless logic.

When "you don't want to?" comes out again, the man hastily shakes his head.

"...I'll try my best."
"Mom's coming to pick up Ji-Eun tonight, so you'll need to bring your A-game."

To others, it might sound risqué, but to the man, it's a death sentence.

Eventually, the silent meal ends, and a beautiful woman arrives to pick up the baby.

"Ji-Eun. Grandma's here."

The woman holding the baby looks strikingly similar to the woman handing her over.

"Where's Mr. Kim?"
"He said he had urgent business to attend to and ran away."
"Go easy on him. You'll kill Mr. Kim at this rate."
"Anyone would think I'm torturing him."

When the younger woman's expression turns cold, the woman holding the baby laughs awkwardly.

"So I'll take Ji-Eun for three days?"
"No."
"Huh? You said three days..."

The woman, who secretly wanted to keep the baby longer, trails off as the answer changes.

"A week."
"...A week?"
"Yes, please take her for a week."

Looking at the woman asking her to take the baby for a week, she thinks of the man and silently prays for his soul as she leaves with the baby in her arms.

"Ah-Ram~"

After lingering at the entrance, debating whether to go fetch the man who went to work, she hears his voice calling her and dashes out like a bullet.

"How could you think of work when you have such a pretty and lovely wife?"
"Here~"
"Oh my?"

The man presents a pink rose bouquet he had been hiding behind his back.

"I didn't forget."
"..."

The woman silently accepts the bouquet at his words.

"It's already our second anniversary since we met."

He had forgotten the first anniversary because he was too busy. That resulted in about six months of constant nagging from the woman, so the man memorized the date like an obsession.

"Ah-Ram."
"Yes, Ahjussi."

The meaning of pink roses is a pledge of love.

"Today, tomorrow, the day after, a year from now, ten years from now, until I die..."

The woman holds the bouquet in her left hand while nestled in his embrace. As he strokes her back with his palm—

"I will always love you. That's my pledge to you."

Though it might sound cheesy, the woman accepts it more happily than anyone else in the world and smiles so brightly it's almost blinding.

"Ahjussi, I'll love you forever."

Ch.195 - Side Story 1.
The Cheonmun Guild.

While not the strongest guild in the world, it certainly wielded the most influence in Korea.

Two first-generation S-rank Hunters.

When these two individuals entered into a strategic marriage, the value of the Cheonmun Guild skyrocketed.

"Young miss, are you watching that person again?"

A woman in a maid's uniform softly called out to the young girl who was completely absorbed in the TV.

"I like him."

The only daughter born from the strategic marriage between the two S-rank co-leaders of the Cheonmun Guild.

Cha Ah-Ram, who had just turned 15 this year, flipped her long silver hair and smiled brightly.

When Cha Ah-Ram was born, South Korea had been thrown into a great commotion.

Cha Ah-Ram had inherited strong S-rank genes.

What abilities would she awaken when she became an adult? What was her current potential?

Although the Cheonmun Guild hadn't yet become a global powerhouse, the media extensively reported that everything could change dramatically depending on Cha Ah-Ram's awakened abilities.

A child raised with everyone's expectations.

*Just for show.*

The guild leaders who had married weren't particularly affectionate with each other. More accurately, they hadn't married to become a couple but gave the strong impression of being business partners who happened to be married.

Because of this, they treated Cha Ah-Ram not as their daughter but as a work of art.

A pure white canvas. The kind where even a single black dot would change the entire atmosphere.

That's why she received harsh education from an early age.

The maid had witnessed, more than anyone else, how the girl was constantly indoctrinated with the mindset of someone at the top of the food chain.

As she received emotional control and underwent enormous daily educational regimens, the girl who was called the pillar of South Korea gradually lost her smile. But then she started smiling a little when watching the news.

[Breaking news. C-rank Hunter Kim Young-Seok is currently rescuing people trapped in an apartment building.]

To be more precise, she was smiling at the man appearing in the news, not at the news itself.

As the gap between Hunters widened, acts of trampling on the weak were becoming increasingly common in society.

The maid couldn't understand why the girl was so interested in a C-rank Hunter—someone with no connection to her, someone positioned at the bottom who she would never meet, either now or in the future.

The girl's first encounter with this unremarkable Hunter.

After finishing her education and taking a break, she would always turn on the news, or if it wasn't on, she would repeatedly watch videos uploaded to the internet. The maid looked at the girl with pitying eyes.

"Do you like him that much?"
"Yes. He's like a prince on a white horse."

A prince on a white horse.

Well, despite living in different worlds, she was still just a young child. The maid herself had once been infatuated with an idol who was actively performing at that age.

She could understand this part.

"...I want to meet him. Ah! Unnie, help me meet him."
"That's impossible."
"I want to meet him."

But misfortune struck. More precisely, it struck the maid in charge of Cha Ah-Ram.

In a society where higher-ranked Hunters gained more authority day by day, the young girl—who hadn't awakened her abilities yet but was expected to be the hope of South Korea and the world—began begging to meet a C-rank Hunter whom no one cared about.

"What would you do if you met him?"

As time passed, the Hunter the girl had been fixated on stopped appearing in news and media. As she kept rewatching the same footage, she tilted her head and said:

"Can't I just meet him?"

A purity untainted by the world.

"Even if you meet him, nothing will change."

In this crazy world, what if the girl and that Hunter were to meet? What if that Hunter made demands of the high-status girl?

If such a thing happened, the maid worried that the girl's innocence might be destroyed.

"I want to meet him."
"Please."

After expressing her desire to meet him, the maid firmly refused each time, but the girl whined every day they interacted.

Although she kept refusing, the maid felt sorry seeing the girl gradually losing her smile again.

"I'll ask the Guild Master."

Finally, unable to refuse the girl's persistent requests, the maid put on a determined expression and left to seek permission from the Cheonmun Guild leaders, who were also the girl's parents.

"What about the maid?"

Kim Young-Seok, with his rough stubble, asked Cha Ah-Ram who was nestled in his arms.

"The maid who was in charge of me that day was replaced."
"...I hope she wasn't killed?"

Kim Young-Seok's expression hardened, knowing all too well how ruthless that family could be.

"Unlike me, my parents didn't just kill people. They just silenced her about everything I said and sent her away with money."

So you know what they've done.

Suppressing his true thoughts that were about to escape his throat, he asked:

"So? What happened after that?"
"After the maid was replaced, I..."

With a helpless expression at Kim Young-Seok's urging, Cha Ah-Ram recalled the past.

* * *

The maid she had grown close to over a long time together. In a way, she had been someone who soothed the girl's vulnerable side...

After the maid was replaced, the girl began to grow increasingly tyrannical.

She would find fault with her closest attendants' behavior, dismissing them or tormenting them, and her notoriety grew day by day.

"Guild Master, this isn't right."
"The young miss's mental state..."

The butlers and maids assigned to her all said the same thing, but Cha Ah-Ram's father, the Guild Master, drove them all away.

"How dare you touch my masterpiece?"

The actions that Cha Ah-Ram was currently taking were exactly the kind of behavior her father would welcome.

"You are destined to become the Cheonmun Guild Master. Don't give your affection to worthless underlings."

As years passed, Cha Ah-Ram turned 17, then 18, and her appearance became beautiful, but...

Poison flower. Witch. Murderer.

Unlike her beautiful exterior, she earned these brutal nicknames.

But she had a secret that the Cheonmun Guild leaders didn't know.

"I'm going out today."

At 18—an age when she would have been a high school student if the world hadn't fallen apart—Cha Ah-Ram increasingly began to sneak out without the Guild leaders' knowledge.

"...Yes."
"If my parents hear about this, I'll feed your entire family to the slimes."

A vicious threat. No, because she actually had the cruelty to carry it out, the butler attending Cha Ah-Ram was forced to nod.

After secretly leaving her home, Cha Ah-Ram got into a car driven by a chauffeur and headed somewhere in the city.

"Young miss, we've arrived."

Once or twice a month, Cha Ah-Ram would secretly go out. And she always arrived at the same place—in front of the Hunter Association building.

Cha Ah-Ram leaned her face against the car window, which was coated so that people outside couldn't see in but those inside could see out, and stared endlessly at the main entrance of the Hunter Association building.

"...Oh!"

Though Cha Ah-Ram's clear voice rang out, the driver, not wanting to die, wore a blindfold and pretended not to hear.

"...Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram was desperately searching for something.

"I'm getting out."
"Yes, understood. I'll come back at the scheduled time tomorrow."

Cha Ah-Ram, now wearing a hat, sunglasses, mask, and even a hood pulled over her head, opened the car door, and the driver answered mechanically.

Thud.

As the door closed, the car sped away from the street.

Cha Ah-Ram ignored the departing vehicle and began walking toward the maintenance shop in front of the Hunter Association building.

Screech.
Whoosh.

The maintenance shop was equipped with tools for maintaining Hunters' equipment, and many Hunters were there tending to their gear.

"Ahjussi."

With dreamy eyes, she stared at a man quietly maintaining equipment in a corner.

The man, with a mature presence that couldn't be called his twenties but a youthful appearance too young for his thirties, was repeatedly hammering a dented armor to reshape it.

After watching him work on his equipment for a while, she saw him finish and pack the maintained equipment into the large bag he had brought, then enter the Hunter Association building.

Cha Ah-Ram's gaze followed him intently until he disappeared into the building, then she scurried over to the spot where he had been sitting.

Swish.

As she swept her delicate palm across the floor where the man had been sitting, debris from the equipment maintenance stuck to it, but she didn't care. Instead, she brought her face close to the floor, slightly removed her mask, and inhaled deeply, trying to absorb any trace of the man's scent that might remain.

"Haah."

Cha Ah-Ram's expression changed as if she were on drugs. Her face, which wouldn't even blink when killing someone, had melted into a dreamy state.

"He's out."

Though the Hunters maintaining equipment around her looked strangely at her behavior, she ignored them and continued her actions until the man who had entered the building came out again. She brightened and stood up.

Thump, thump.
Click, click.

How long had she been following the man's movements while maintaining a certain distance?

[Hunter Gosiwon]

A rusty sign. Broken and damaged shabby exterior walls. The man entered the gosiwon with its pervasive smell of mold.

Cha Ah-Ram followed him inside.

Click.
Creak.

Standing in front of room 502 on the fifth floor of the gosiwon, the man took out his key, opened the door, and went in.

"Hello?"
"Oh, hello."

Just before the door closed, she greeted the man as she entered room 503, located across from room 502.

"Are you coming back from the dungeon today too?"
"Yes, well... I have to go to dungeons to make a living."

The man scratched his head as he answered Cha Ah-Ram's question.

"Doesn't it get tiring always covering your face like that, resident of 503?"
"Well, I'm used to it."

At the age of 17, Cha Ah-Ram had finally investigated everything about the man in front of her—Kim Young-Seok.

Where he lived.
What he liked.
What type of women he preferred.
What he disliked.
What sexual fantasies he had.
What his family background was.

She investigated everything.

When she first encountered him at 15, Cha Ah-Ram's feelings were pure.

She wanted to meet him.

The emotions of a fan wanting to meet their role model.

That's all it was, but...

Her parents' opposition. The strict environment. All of these things weighed down on Cha Ah-Ram, and her pure feelings gradually began to deviate.

From a fan's admiration for a role model, her feelings became increasingly dark, and emotions she couldn't express were directed toward Kim Young-Seok, whom she watched every day. As time passed, the pure heart of a 15-year-old transformed over three years, and by the time she was 17, Cha Ah-Ram's feelings had twisted into a distorted love. Eventually, she secretly moved into the gosiwon where Kim Young-Seok lived, without her parents' knowledge.

When she first met him in person, Cha Ah-Ram felt breathless.

It wasn't because of the musty smell of mold in the gosiwon.

It was Kim Young-Seok's intense scent.

Having only smelled the tears and blood of countless men, Cha Ah-Ram was completely captivated by Kim Young-Seok's scent.

After that, she would wait for when Kim Young-Seok returned from dungeons, pretending to be a sick person living in the room across from his, trying to engage in conversation however she could.

"You work so hard. Ah, please take this."

Kim Young-Seok, who had been looking at Cha Ah-Ram with pitying eyes, seemed to remember something and went into his room, returning shortly with something in his hand.

"They say this is good for the skin. I received it as a gift, but I don't use these things. If it's not too presumptuous, would you like to use it, resident of 503?"
"Y-yes, I would."

The first gift from Kim Young-Seok. Cha Ah-Ram's eyes widened, never having dreamed of receiving a gift, but because she was wearing sunglasses, Kim Young-Seok didn't notice as he placed the shopping bag in her hand.

"I'm going to rest now. Have a good night, resident of 503."

As Kim Young-Seok entered his room, Cha Ah-Ram, who had been standing, collapsed dramatically and sat on the floor.

A gift. A gift. A gift from my ahjussi. My prince on a white horse.

Her pupils dilated as her mind replayed only the image of Kim Young-Seok smiling.

After staying like that for a while, Cha Ah-Ram managed to move her trembling arms and legs to stand up, then realized something, grinned, and entered the room with the nameplate for 503.

Ch.196 - Side Story 2.
As Cha Ah-Ram was reminiscing about the past, she paused her story and started drinking water, seemingly thirsty.

"Wow... Mom, you're amazing in so many ways."

A girl who looked exactly like a younger version of Cha Ah-Ram made a disgusted face and snuggled into Kim Young-Seok's arms.

"Dad, you must have suffered so much..."
"Kim Ha-Rin! Get off him right now!"

Kim Ha-Rin, the daughter born between Kim Young-Seok and Cha Ah-Ram. When their daughter cuddled up to Kim Young-Seok, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes blazed with fury.

"Ah, Ah-Ram, calm down."

Though it was less frequent than before, whenever she showed jealousy toward their daughter, Kim Young-Seok felt dizzy and hurried to mediate.

"Ha-Rin, stop provoking your mother and get down."
"Tch."

Pouting and turning her head sharply, Kim Ha-Rin finally left Kim Young-Seok's lap and sat properly on the sofa.

"..."

But Cha Ah-Ram watched with a fierce gaze as Kim Ha-Rin linked arms with Kim Young-Seok's left arm and leaned against him.

Tap tap.

"Ah-Ram."

As he tapped his right arm and called for Cha Ah-Ram, she quickly moved closer and linked arms with his remaining right arm.

"Ha-Rin, you little..."
"Ah-Ram. She's your daughter."
"She's also a woman."
"..."

Seeing his wife and daughter fight like this every time, Kim Young-Seok shook his head and tried to divert his wife's sharpened nerves.

"So the boarding house room 503 was you?"
"That's right."

Cha Ah-Ram stared into space, seemingly reminiscing about the past again.

"Mom, so what happened next?"

Kim Ha-Rin, still clinging to his left arm, peeked her face out and asked for the rest of the story, causing Cha Ah-Ram's softening gaze to sharpen again.

"I'm going to be alone with your father, so go to your room."
"No."
"You little..."

As energy began to concentrate in Cha Ah-Ram's hand in response to her daughter's defiance—

Smooch.

Acting as if this were an everyday occurrence, Kim Young-Seok casually gave Cha Ah-Ram a light kiss on the lips.

"My most beautiful wife in the world. Let's calm down a bit, shall we?"
"...Okay."

With just that light kiss, the murderous intent in her eyes melted away, and she rested her head on his shoulder.

Seeing Cha Ah-Ram instantly transform into a young girl, Ha-Rin closed her eyes in disbelief and puckered her lips toward Kim Young-Seok.

Smooch.

"And our daughter should stop bothering her mother."
"Dad, me too. Give me one too."
"No."

When he gave her a kiss on the forehead, she opened her eyes with a sulky expression, showing her dissatisfaction.

"...I should have established discipline back when she said she wanted to get married."

Despite Cha Ah-Ram's menacing voice, Ha-Rin ignored her and kept her gaze fixed solely on Kim Young-Seok.

"Ha-Rin."
"..."
"Save your first kiss for when a good man appears someday."
"I already had my first kiss with Dad when I was little! I don't need another man."
"That wasn't a first kiss."
"Then what was it?"

Kim Young-Seok's head began to ache.
Watching this, Cha Ah-Ram reached out and placed her hand on Ha-Rin's head.

Flinch.

Ha-Rin tensed at Cha Ah-Ram's touch but relaxed when she gently stroked her head.

"Ha-Rin."

Having returned from jealous wife to mother, Cha Ah-Ram called her daughter with warm words.

"Yes, mo—AHHH!"

Thud.

"Oh my? She fell asleep because she was tired. I'll take her to her room."

I just saw it.
I saw her grab Ha-Rin's head while stroking it and knock her unconscious with sheer grip strength...

But without saying anything, Kim Young-Seok blankly watched as Cha Ah-Ram carried their daughter out of the living room.

"Honey~♥ Now it's just the two of us."

After putting Ha-Rin in her room, Cha Ah-Ram returned and naturally sat on Kim Young-Seok's lap, whispering seductively.

"D-dear. This morning too..."
"...You don't want to?"

Reminded of their passionate morning after Ha-Rin left for school, when he succumbed to Cha Ah-Ram's seduction, he made a pitiful expression.

"It's not that... I'm just curious."
"About what happened next?"
"Yes."

This was absolutely not an attempt to avoid what was happening now.

He was genuinely curious.

He was curious about Cha Ah-Ram's past that he didn't know about... and about what happened under the same roof, specifically in the boarding house, so he asked carefully.

Cha Ah-Ram thought deeply, then met Kim Young-Seok's gaze.

"If I finish the story, will you warm me up?"
"Of course."

Having become an S-rank with greatly improved physical abilities and an untiring body, he was still in his prime and wouldn't refuse his beautiful Cha Ah-Ram.

"Then I'll tell you~♥"

Bringing her lips close to Kim Young-Seok's ear.

She began to whisper about her past.


* * *


Hunter Boarding House, Room 503.
A small room of about three pyeong with a bed, mini-refrigerator, and desk welcomed Cha Ah-Ram.

Thud.

"..."

With a dazed expression, Cha Ah-Ram sat on the bed hugging a shopping bag and spent a long time grinning.

How much time had passed?

The sun that had been hanging in the sky had already disappeared and changed to the moon, and the surrounding noise gradually diminished.

The boarding house had become quiet.

"There was no sound. There was no sound. There was no sound."

After hugging the shopping bag and smiling for a long time, Cha Ah-Ram repeated one sentence like a madwoman.

Then she carefully put the shopping bag down on the bed, got up, and locked the door.

Click.

"...As expected."

When she pressed the button to lock the door and heard the clear clicking sound, her expression filled with joy.

Cha Ah-Ram hadn't heard the sound she just demonstrated after Kim Young-Seok entered room 502 and closed the door.

"..."

With her finger firmly pressing the button, she carefully turned the doorknob to open the door without making a sound.

The quiet boarding house corridor.

Standing in the shabby corridor without even CCTV, Cha Ah-Ram stared intently at the door with the nameplate for room 502 right in front of her.

Gulp.

Imagining Kim Young-Seok sleeping, Cha Ah-Ram took a step forward as if possessed and arrived at the door of room 502, slowly and secretly grasping the doorknob.

And very carefully, she turned the doorknob to make as little noise as possible.

It turned.

Slide.

The turned doorknob. And the opened door. From inside, the faint sound of a man's even breathing stimulated all of Cha Ah-Ram's senses.

Lifting her heels and tiptoeing into room 502, Cha Ah-Ram's gaze fixed on Kim Young-Seok sleeping in bed.

Creak.

"...Mmm."

Thump. Thump. Thump.

When the rusty hinge made a sharp noise as she closed the door, Kim Young-Seok stirred, and Cha Ah-Ram quickly covered her mouth and remained motionless.

After about a minute had passed?

Confirming he hadn't woken up, Cha Ah-Ram pressed down on her vigorously beating heart, completely closed the still-open door, and stood right next to the bed.

My prince on a white horse who gave me happiness when I was struggling.
My Ahjussi.
My man.

Unlike when she was younger, she could now see him directly once or twice a month, but even that always left her with a severe thirst.

I want to talk with him for a long time.
I want to eat meals together.
I want to feel his warm body temperature.
I want to tell him I love him.

So many thirsts.

But she knew better than anyone, having been instilled with imperial studies, where her position was.

This man who made her pine was a C-rank, classified as non-combat and with human rights at the bottom of society, but she was not.

Although she hadn't awakened yet, she had received S-rank Hunter genes and was evaluated as having high potential, and she had been designated as the next Guild Master of the rising Cheonmun Guild.

Squeeze.

Pressing down on her racing heart with her palm, Cha Ah-Ram stared intently at Kim Young-Seok's sleeping face with sorrowful eyes.

"...Do you know? Your very existence is happiness to me."

Muttering very quietly and slowly bending her knees, Cha Ah-Ram.

'Class difference?'

Sitting on the edge of the small bed, she very slowly extended her right hand and touched the tip of Kim Young-Seok's nose.

'If I become strong, no one will say anything.'

She knew there were Hunter couples who had overcome class differences with love alone and succeeded in marriage, but she also knew that the endings of such couples were never good.

'My love. My Ahjussi.'

Her touch, which had only been on the tip of his nose, gradually became bolder, stroking his cheek, then his closed eyes, forehead, and thick lips.

Slide.

A single bed.
The bed where an adult man lay looked really cramped, but somehow Cha Ah-Ram lay down using Kim Young-Seok's arm as a pillow.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud.

Kim Young-Seok's heart beating slowly and her own heart beating rapidly as if about to burst.

Feeling that the thirst that had never been quenched until now was somewhat relieved, Cha Ah-Ram closed her eyes with a pleasant smile.


* * *


"..."

When Cha Ah-Ram's monologue ended, Kim Young-Seok stared blankly at his wife.

"What's wrong?"
"...Nothing."

Kim Young-Seok wanted to say something but didn't know how, so he kept his mouth shut.

"Honey."
"Yes?"

As something warm and heavy pressed down on Kim Young-Seok's upper body.

"This time, I'll tell you about a more interesting past."
"In-interesting past?"

Already, a dangerous scent was in the air.

"This past story will be a bit special."
"..."
"It's about my first experience."
"...!"
"Ah, don't worry. The blood shed on our wedding night was real. My first experience."

Cha Ah-Ram tapped her lips mischievously with a playful look in her eyes, then opened her mouth.

"I'll tell you."

Giving a light kiss on the flustered Kim Young-Seok's cheek, she continued her story.

Ch.197 - Side Story 3.
A Porter with a C-rank ability.

In the party that included this C-rank Porter, there were Hunters of various ranks, from A-rank down to the C-rank Porter.

And they didn't look down on the Porter just because he was C-rank.

"So what do you think about that C-rank Porter over there?"

In a parked black limousine.

The adult Cha Ah-Ram sits in the back, asking the Hunter in the driver's seat.

"Q-question, ma'am...?"

The head of the man sitting in the driver's seat disappears cleanly, as if it never existed in this world.

"...!"

The other Hunter sitting next to the driver turns pale as he watches his colleague's head vanish.

"I hate repeating myself, you know. Hey, you."
"Y-yes, ma'am!"

Cha Ah-Ram, who awakened powerful abilities as the world expected, officially became the Vice Guild Master of the Cheonmun Guild.

However, while Cha Ah-Ram grew powerful under the world's expectations, she walked a path completely different from what they had anticipated.

[Breaking news! Cheonmun Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram has attacked a building housing media companies, claiming they ruined her image...]

[Cheonmun Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram 'destroyed an S-rank Dungeon,' but 145 out of 150 Hunters who explored with her lost their lives. And was it monsters that killed them, or Vice Guild Master Cha Ah-Ram herself?]

The age of the apocalypse.

With the appearance of dungeons and monsters emerging into the world, people awakening abilities sprouted up everywhere, and society was restructured around the strong.

Law and ethics.

A world of survival of the fittest where high-ranking Hunters couldn't be bound by any system.

In this cruel world, Cha Ah-Ram reigned supreme with abilities so powerful that no one could stop her.

"What do you think?"
"W-well..."

The Hunter looks at Cha Ah-Ram, who became an adult just a few months ago, and the blood drains from his face.

As he stammers from extreme nervousness, Cha Ah-Ram's eyebrows rise slightly.

"I-I think C-rank Porters are no better than bugs in society, livestock that can be replaced like parts."

He manages to squeeze out all his strength to answer Cha Ah-Ram's question.

"Is that so? You're right. They are replaceable parts."

Just as the Hunter's expression fills with relief at Cha Ah-Ram's cold, emotionless response—

BOOM—!

The Hunter's body explodes, painting the front seat with pieces of his body.

"Secretary Park."
"Yes, Agassi."

The window on Cha Ah-Ram's side opens, revealing a middle-aged man.

"Clean up that trash."
"Understood."

Cha Ah-Ram, who just killed two of her guild members who had done nothing wrong, shows no sign of disturbance as she orders them cleaned up and exits the vehicle.

"Who hired those idiots?"
"Hunter Heo Jun-Seok, ma'am."

The man called Secretary Park quickly answers Cha Ah-Ram's question.

"Fire him immediately. And if he's committed any crimes like embezzlement, throw him to the slimes as food."
"That won't be possible."

As if momentarily losing his mind, Secretary Park, who just told Cha Ah-Ram something wasn't possible, quickly hands her a document.

"What's this?"
"Hunter Heo Jun-Seok is currently among the guild members working on the Kim Young-Seok Hunter project."

At Secretary Park's explanation, Cha Ah-Ram's eyes move rapidly from side to side, reading everything written on the document.

"...Put it on hold."

Secretary Park, the only person in the world who knows that Cha Ah-Ram has feelings for Kim Young-Seok, takes back the document.

"What's Ahjussi's dungeon schedule?"
"He entered the dungeon today and will be there for about two weeks. It might be extended by another week."

Secretary Park, who was disguised as a Cheonmun Guild member to protect the unremarkable C-rank Porter Kim Young-Seok, shares the information he gathered.

"...So I won't see him for about three weeks?"

Cha Ah-Ram's face darkens as she looks at the massive dungeon entrance in the distance.

"By the time you clear the SS-rank dungeon, he should be finished as well."

The world's first SS-rank dungeon. The United States entrusted Cha Ah-Ram with the request to kill the monsters inside the dungeon before the Wave broke.

Cha Ah-Ram, busy following Kim Young-Seok, tried to refuse, but had to accept the request due to the World Hunter Association treaty, and has now arrived in California.

"Keep a close eye on Ahjussi's party while I'm inside."
"Yes."
"If he's in danger, rescue him without revealing your identity."
"...What about the rest of the party members?"

As Secretary Park asks, Cha Ah-Ram's body begins to float into the air, gradually flying toward the dungeon entrance.

"Why should I care if insects die? Secretary Park, stop with the nonsense and go back to Korea to take pictures of Ahjussi."

Cha Ah-Ram's voice echoes in Secretary Park's ears, carried by the wind.

"...You?"
"Hehe."

As Kim Young-Seok looks shocked, Cha Ah-Ram awkwardly laughs and crosses her arms.

"You planted Cheonmun Guild members in my party too?"
"Yes."
"Since when?"

Cha Ah-Ram ponders at the question of since when.

"Probably since Ahjussi stopped doing relief work on the surface when the Wave broke and started entering dungeons?"
"..."

Cha Ah-Ram, who calls him "honey" in front of the children but casually calls him "Ahjussi" when they're alone, rubs her face against Kim Young-Seok's chest affectionately.

"...You're impossible."

If she's been watching since he entered the party and went into dungeons, it means Cha Ah-Ram has seen most of his life as a Hunter.

But well... she did it because she liked him, so now he understands.

She's also mellowed out a lot in reality.

Cha Ah-Ram's obsession before marriage?

Don't even mention it.

It was truly beyond imagination, terrifying.

Back then, he had no idea how to live.

The S-rank Hunter—no, the Hunter at the very top of S-rank, the powerful Cha Ah-Ram, has now become a docile...? wife.

"But as I got older, masks, hats, and big clothes couldn't hide me anymore, so I couldn't approach you."

Cha Ah-Ram, purring like a cat while perched on Kim Young-Seok's body, pouts.

"I guess..."

Other things might be concealable somehow, but her voice—as soon as you hear it, there's an unmistakable "that's Cha Ah-Ram" feeling.

But she couldn't approach him?

Why?

"Why couldn't you approach me? Were you afraid I'd be terrified of you?"
"No."

Cha Ah-Ram, her face buried in Kim Young-Seok's chest, tickling him with her breath, continues.

"I wanted to design a fateful encounter."
"A fateful encounter? You?"
"I'm a woman with romantic dreams too, you know."

Cha Ah-Ram pouts at Kim Young-Seok's subtly dismissive tone, then raises her head to meet his eyes, melting into him.

"It did include situations where you might be scared... but I just held back."
"Held back?"

As Kim Young-Seok questions.

"There were statistics showing that Hunter couples with big differences in looks, wealth, power, and so on—even if they fell in love at first sight—would quickly break up when they hit the wall of reality."
"Where did those statistics come from?"
"Cheonmun Guild's information network."

*Smooch*

Cha Ah-Ram kisses Kim Young-Seok's cheek as he makes a strange expression, then presses her chest against his and hugs him tightly.

"Ah, this feels good."
"So how did you create this fateful encounter?"

Having been a victim of whatever she did, now married to Cha Ah-Ram without any clue how it happened, he urges her impatiently.

"Your hobby."
"Hobby?"

Cha Ah-Ram blushes as she answers.

"I already knew about your bucket list."
"...!"

Kim Young-Seok stares blankly at Cha Ah-Ram with his mouth open.

"Well... the security at your gosiwon wasn't great, you know? And I wasn't trying to look, but it was wide open on your desk, practically saying 'look at me,' so how could I not see it?"

Cha Ah-Ram belatedly tries to justify her actions while persuading Kim Young-Seok.

"Sigh... so you saw it?"
"Yes, and I also knew that as dungeons became more stable, your position would diminish. But I didn't orchestrate that, I swear."

She quickly adds that she wasn't responsible for that part, watching Kim Young-Seok's reaction.

"At first, I worried about how to meet you if you quit being a Hunter, but fortunately, you..."
"Started streaming."
"That's right. It was a huge stroke of luck for me."

With flushed cheeks, she presses her cherry-like lips against Kim Young-Seok's neck.

"You doing internet broadcasts yourself. It was like a dream for me, who couldn't meet you in person."

It's been a really long time since he stopped streaming due to his busy real life, but he still remembers Cha Ah-Ram's username.

Beloved Youth.

"Beloved Youth—that username you used back then. I'm suddenly feeling a bit nostalgic for those days."
"You still remember it."

Pleased that Kim Young-Seok still remembers her username, she gently taps her fist against his chest, then suddenly shifts to a seductive mood as something occurs to her.

"So aren't you curious?"
"...About what?"

Anxious about what might come next, he asks cautiously, and Cha Ah-Ram whispers in his ear.

"About my first experience."
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Kim Young-Seok unconsciously swallows.

"I'm... I'm not curious?"
"Really?"
"R-really..."
"Then why do you keep stuttering?"

Squeeze.

Cha Ah-Ram lowers her hand and rubs Kim Young-Seok's growing crotch with her palm.

"Oh my, has our prince awakened?"
"....."
"What's that?! Feeling uncomfortable? I'll take it out right away!"

Immediately, she opens the button of his pants blocking his crotch and pulls down the zipper, revealing something pushing up against the fabric of his underwear.

"My goodness, our prince is so strong."
"...Ah-Ram."

Would others know?

That Cha Ah-Ram, who now bears the title of Iron Empress for reasons different than her former notoriety, is doing this.

"Our prince remembers, right?"

Ignoring Kim Young-Seok, she spreads open the hole in the middle of his underwear and asks the penis inside.

"Oh, you do remember? I'm so happy."

The penis twitches. She immediately returns the favor by rubbing the urethra with her cool fingertips.

"...What are you suddenly doing?"
"What am I doing?"

Tilting her head at Kim Young-Seok's question,

"I'm just doing exactly what I used to do."

She smiles, her eyes forming crescent moons.


* * *


On the second day after quitting his Hunter life and starting internet broadcasting.

Creeeeak—

Click. Click. Click.

Someone enters the yard, opening the front door that smells of fresh renovation.

Silver hair shining in the moonlight, a woman with a voluptuous chest and slender legs stands in the yard, turning her head to look around the house.

"Tsk... Can't even do things properly."

The owner with a melodious voice, Cha Ah-Ram, looks around the yard with a displeased expression, but soon relaxes and smiles at a certain spot.

"Finally..."

Now an adult, Cha Ah-Ram wanted to show herself directly to Kim Young-Seok.

She knows well that her evil deeds are widely known, making many Hunters and civilians fear her, but despite this, her exceptional appearance attracts many men.

How would you put it?

She's really curious about what Kim Young-Seok would say when he sees her true appearance.

But today is not the day to show herself.

*He's not ripe enough yet.*

She has naturally blended into Kim Young-Seok's broadcast with the ID "Loving Youth," but it's still not enough time.

Time for adaptation, so that when she reveals that Loving Youth is actually Cha Ah-Ram, the shock will be lessened.

Then why come here if she can't show herself?

Obviously because she wants to see him.

She believes that if you fall in love, you want to meet, if you meet, you want to touch, and if you touch, you want to have sex—it's human instinct.

Beep. Beep beep. Beep. Beeeep—

Though it's her first time at Kim Young-Seok's house, she naturally enters the passcode and the door unlocks.

Click. Click.

Entering the front door, Cha Ah-Ram carefully takes off her heels and steps onto the floor.

"This is..."

With a moved expression, she looks around the house.

"The house I'll live in from now on."

Cha Ah-Ram traces the newly papered wall with her fingertips and walks very slowly toward the end of the hallway.

"What did you just say?"

Kim Young-Seok asks Cha Ah-Ram, who is in his arms talking about the past.

"I said it's the house I'll live in from now on."
"...So I was already your husband?"

Kim Young-Seok murmurs quietly, lowering his head.

"Are you upset?"

As Cha Ah-Ram asks with anxious eyes at Kim Young-Seok's expression.

"Kyaa, kyaaak...!"

Kim Young-Seok picks up Cha Ah-Ram and lays her on the sofa.

"Be quiet."

Sitting on Cha Ah-Ram's legs with blazing eyes, Kim Young-Seok begins to trace her collarbone with his finger.

"Did you trace the wallpaper like this?"
"......"
"Or like this?"

His finger moves down below her collarbone and enters the valley created by her voluptuous breasts.

"...I guess you're not upset."

Looking at Kim Young-Seok with dreamy eyes, she asks her earlier question again.

"I like it."

Kim Young-Seok answers belatedly as he unbuttons all the buttons of Cha Ah-Ram's pajamas and spreads them open.


* * *


Tracing the wallpaper as she advances, Cha Ah-Ram eventually reaches the living room.

A living room with cutting-edge TV, refrigerator, and limited edition furniture from around the world.

After glancing around, Cha Ah-Ram continues forward.

Passing by rooms containing clothes and accessories, she arrives at the end of the hallway.

A brown-toned door blocks Cha Ah-Ram's path.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Cha Ah-Ram's heartbeat accelerates. With a gradually flushing face, she grabs and turns the doorknob.

The door opens silently, revealing the room inside.

The wallpaper, furniture, computer, and desk that Kim Young-Seok showed through his internet broadcast.

Though there are other pieces of furniture in the room, Cha Ah-Ram doesn't even glance at them, fixing her gaze on one spot as she approaches.

As moonlight enters through the window, the place Cha Ah-Ram is approaching becomes faintly visible.

A bed wide enough for two adult men to lie down. Kim Young-Seok's face, sleeping quietly on it, is bathed in moonlight.

"Ahjussi~♥"

How long has it been since she's seen him sleeping like this?

The one day Kim Young-Seok forgot to lock his door at the gosiwon. Since that day, Cha Ah-Ram, who hadn't seen him like this, sits on the bed with eyes full of excitement.

Swish.

After checking that the sleep-inducing incense is working properly, Cha Ah-Ram spreads Kim Young-Seok's right arm to the side and lies down using it as a pillow.

"My love. My Ahjussi..."

While smiling happily and inhaling Kim Young-Seok's faint scent.

"...He doesn't wake up?"

Things she had missed suddenly explode in her mind.

The narrow gosiwon. She recalls watching over him anxiously, not knowing when he would wake up, and realizes how different the current situation is.

With trembling hands, contracted pupils, and a tense expression, Cha Ah-Ram turns her attention to what she's been wanting to check.

Thinking that as a future wife, she has a duty to know the size and length of her husband's manhood, Cha Ah-Ram gradually reaches for Kim Young-Seok's lower body.

Since he's wearing comfortable pajamas, she gently pulls down the waistband of his pants, gradually revealing what's inside, and Cha Ah-Ram breathes more hotly.

"...It's big."

Confirming the length of his already erect state, she realizes it's bigger than what she learned about in sex education.

Gulp.

Swallowing, she completely removes his underwear, and his penis reacts to the cool air, briefly moving up and down.

"...It's hot."

When she grabs his penis, its hardness and heat transfer through her palm.

Though she can't measure it precisely, by Cha Ah-Ram's estimation, it's well over 20cm and so thick that her thumb and index finger can't meet around it.

*This is going to enter me?*

Looking at his penis with fearful eyes, Cha Ah-Ram looks around and, as if having made a decision, brings her face to the glans of his erect penis.

Smooch.

She places her moist lips on the glans.

*I should practice.*

Cha Ah-Ram wants to practice inserting his penis into her vagina, but she knows well that doing so would tear her hymen.

She could use her regeneration ability, but the meaning of "first" is different, so among the acts she learned from the porn actors she recruited, there was one called fellatio.

*Some men dislike it when teeth hit. But nevertheless, it fulfills a desire for conquest that other acts can't provide, so most men enjoy it.*

Cha Ah-Ram begins to directly imitate what the porn actor did.

*...Keep teeth away, press the tongue flat against the bottom, and then.*

Chomp.

Recalling what the porn actor said, Cha Ah-Ram opens her mouth and takes Kim Young-Seok's penis.

Despite the slightly fishy taste from the semen that leaked from the urethra, Cha Ah-Ram doesn't mind and begins to apply pressure with his penis in her mouth.

*They said to use the tongue, right?*

She moves her tongue, which had been still, and licks the glans and a bit of the shaft that entered her mouth.
She licks the protruding veins with her tongue and gradually rolls the tip of her tongue against the inside of the glans.

Though Kim Young-Seok can't wake up due to the sleep-inducing incense, his body reflexively responds to the fellatio, thrusting his hips upward.

"...Kuheck!"

As a result, the penis she was only partially holding in her mouth stabs into Cha Ah-Ram's throat.

Squirt—

The moment the urethra touches her throat, he ejaculates, and Cha Ah-Ram unintentionally drinks Kim Young-Seok's semen directly.

"...Ugh."

She quickly tilts her face back and removes the penis from her mouth.

Though her entire mouth is filled with the fishy scent of semen, Cha Ah-Ram stares intently at Kim Young-Seok's penis, which came faster than expected.

*...There's premature ejaculation and delayed ejaculation, but premature is better than delayed.*

Is coming quickly called premature ejaculation?

Cha Ah-Ram, lost in thought, taps Kim Young-Seok's penis with her finger, and it gradually grows again in response.

They said premature ejaculation is easy to treat.

If you continue to give intense stimulation, it becomes accustomed to it, and eventually can function normally.

"...I have no choice."

Cha Ah-Ram shakes her head, but a smile is evident on her face.

"Since Ahjussi seems to have premature ejaculation, I'll help you until you get better~♥"
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In an era known as the Apocalypse, a world has arrived where Hunters with powerful abilities can shake entire nations.

The door burst open.

"Daddy~"

[Kim Young-Seok, President of the Korea Hunter Association]

A woman charged through the modest but clean office door of the Association President and threw herself into the arms of Kim Young-Seok, who was sitting at his desk attending to his duties.

"Ji-Eun, you're here?"
"Daddy, that's mean."

As he naturally embraced her, Kim Ji-Eun's cheeks puffed out in a pout.

"Do you know how sad I was when you didn't come to meet me at the airport?"
"Daddy had too much work today to go. I'm sorry, Ji-Eun."

He quickly apologized with an excuse when his daughter became upset.

"Are you really sorry?"
"Of course, Daddy was wrong."

When she looked him in the eyes and asked again, Kim Young-Seok nodded.

"Then let's go on a date."
"A date? Daddy's busy."
"I don't mean today. You're off tomorrow anyway, right?"

Kim Ji-Eun checked the calendar on the desk as she spoke.

"Hmm......"

Going on a date with his daughter would be a happy occasion. What parent wouldn't enjoy spending time with their daughter?

"Let's go on a date if you get permission from your mother."

But he smiled awkwardly as he thought of Cha Ah-Ram.

"Daddy! You know what Mom's like. You just don't want to go on a date with me, right?"

Kim Ji-Eun, who knew Cha Ah-Ram's possessiveness better than anyone, glared at Kim Young-Seok and raised her voice.

"That's absolutely not true. But shouldn't we at least take some precautions?"

He broke into a cold sweat as he recalled how just a few days ago, he had forcibly knocked out his second daughter Kim Ha-Rin, whom he had painfully brought into this world.

Afraid of the aftermath if they were caught, Kim Young-Seok couldn't readily agree despite his daughter's pleading look.

Seeing him hesitate, Kim Ji-Eun finally sighed.

"Fine. I guess I should be the one to understand you."
"Thank you."

When did she grow up so much? He patted his admirable eldest daughter's head.

"Hmm hmm hmm."

She made a pleased sound at his touch and buried her face in his chest.

Kim Ji-Eun loved her mother. The most beautiful mother in the world. Despite being over forty, she still maintained the youthful beauty and figure of someone in her twenties, and her abilities were so strong that no one could come close to matching her.

But she had one complaint. As much as she loved her mother, she also loved her father, but the problem was that her mother disliked it when she showed affection toward her father.

Obsessive jealousy. Cha Ah-Ram, their mother, felt jealous even of her and her younger sister Kim Ha-Rin.

"Daddy."
"Yes?"
"What would Mom have been doing if you weren't around?"
"Well......"

What would she have been doing?

When even Kim Young-Seok couldn't answer.

"Mom has been labeled as a bad person by people around the world."

The two daughters, who knew all about Cha Ah-Ram's past, always had complaints about this.

Killing people is an inexcusable sin and crime. But she had saved countless lives—tens, no, thousands of times more than the number of people she had killed while clearing dungeons.

Currently, she follows her husband Kim Young-Seok's guidance, trying hard not to kill innocent people and even doing good deeds, but society always maintains vigilance and caution toward Cha Ah-Ram.

"When will people start to like Mom?"
"Maybe in the distant future?"

After his daughters marry, after he sees his grandchildren, after they die of old age, and after the passage of time leaves a mark in history, perhaps the evaluation will change.

As with ancestors of the past, heroes were always considered murderers in their own time.

"That's too far away."
"Once an image is set, it's not easily removed. That's why you need to be careful too, Ji-Eun."

He explained that while Cha Ah-Ram could manage on her own, his two daughters should be careful with their conduct since they wouldn't have a man to lean on when times got tough.

"What if I brought home a boyfriend, how would you—"

Crack!

Before Kim Ji-Eun could finish speaking, the office desk shattered into pieces, and everything on it fell to the floor.

"What did you just say?"

Seeing her usually gentle, smiling father's expression, Kim Ji-Eun quickly swallowed what she was about to say.

"I'm joking. Just joking. Daddy, you're such a boomer. Why can't you take a joke?"
"Right? The MZ generation is really different."

Having barely defused the crisis by passing it off as a joke, cold sweat ran down Kim Ji-Eun's body.

Kim Young-Seok. President of the Korea Hunter Association.

The husband of the Cheonmun Guild Master and Association President, Kim Young-Seok possessed tremendous abilities, though they were overshadowed by Cha Ah-Ram.

She still remembered it clearly. How her kind and gentle father could become when angered—she had witnessed it firsthand.

Back when she was in her mother's womb, there was a group that deliberately opened a dungeon, she'd been told. And when she was young, that group had kidnapped her.

*Those worthless trash who can't even be recycled, all of you die.*

Her father, who always preached that human life was precious and to restrain anger, killed hundreds, no, thousands of people with a mere gesture.

Without a moment's hesitation. Without guilt. Just expressing his rage. Afterward, he picked up his kidnapped daughter and said:

*Ji-Eun. Were you scared? Daddy's here now, so it's okay. Let's go home quickly.*

Knowing her father's true nature, which had been like a demon, she could clearly imagine how he would react if she brought home a boyfriend.

"Daddy."
"Yes?"
"I really only have you."
"And I only have my daughter."
"What about Mom? What about Ha-Rin?"
"Well......"
"You player."

Pretending to be upset, she turned her head away but watched him from the corner of her eye as he fidgeted uncomfortably.

Indeed, her father was the kindest, warmest, and strongest person in the world—but only when it came to their family.


* * *


Passing through a garden of blooming roses, Cha Ah-Ram and Kim Young-Seok reached the gate in the yard.

"Honey, I'm heading out."
"Yes, good work today too."

After a light kiss on the lips, Cha Ah-Ram's face turned red.

"I'll be back."

Kim Young-Seok waved until Cha Ah-Ram, who got into the car waiting in front of the gate, was no longer visible as she departed for the Cheonmun Guild headquarters.

Once she was completely out of sight, Kim Young-Seok lowered his hand and entered the house.

"Kim Ha-Rin! You wore my clothes!"

As soon as he entered the hallway, Kim Ji-Eun's sharp voice echoed.

"Unnie, I really didn't wear them!"
"Then who wore them? Mom's chest is too big so the clothes would be too small for her, so did Dad wear them? It could only be you!"

While raising two daughters, he found that mediating was the most difficult part.

Kim Young-Seok entered the living room with an already exhausted expression to find Kim Ji-Eun standing in front of her younger sister Kim Ha-Rin, who was sitting on the sofa looking at her phone while holding clothes.

"What's going on?"
"Daddy!"

When Kim Young-Seok appeared in the living room, Kim Ji-Eun ran over to him and held up the clothes she was holding.

"She wore the clothes you bought me without permission."
"Unnie, I told you I didn't wear them!"

Ha-Rin raised her voice in response to Ji-Eun's tattling, putting her phone down on the sofa.

"I never wore them, but they got dirty like this."
"Where?"

The clothes looked clean to anyone's eyes.

In response to Kim Young-Seok's question, Kim Ji-Eun pointed to a tiny stain that was barely visible even if you concentrated.

"There's a stain here. When you bought it for me, there was no stain like this."

Ji-Eun's eyes reddened and her voice began to tremble, but Kim Young-Seok, who had experienced this countless times, hugged her and patted her back.

"Daddy will buy you whatever you want, just tell me. I'm the Association President, you know? One of the most successful people in our country. So calm down, okay?"
"See that? She's such a fox. That's why Mom always hates Unnie—"
"Ha-Rin."

Kim Young-Seok looked at the sneering Kim Ha-Rin with a stern expression.

"What kind of way is that to talk to your sister? Apologize right now."

Surprised by his rare display of anger, Kim Ha-Rin's face reddened.

"D-Daddy, I really didn't wear them."
"I'm not talking about that. You said Mom hates Ji-Eun."
"W-well......"

Remembering how her father rarely got angry except when it came to family matters, Kim Ha-Rin finally bowed her head.

"...I think I misspoke, Unnie. I'm sorry."
"......"

Despite the apology, Kim Ji-Eun, still in Kim Young-Seok's arms, said nothing.

"Ha-Rin. Mom loves you both very, very much. Why would she dislike you? If she disliked you, she wouldn't have gone through the pain of giving birth to you. So even if it's a mistake, you should never say such things. Understand?"
"Yes......"

After receiving the lecture, she covered her face with her palms and her shoulders trembled.

"Ji-Eun, accept your sister's apology too."

As he stroked Kim Ji-Eun's back, he asked her to accept Kim Ha-Rin's apology.

"Did you really not wear it?"
"R-really, I didn't wear it! Sob."

Kim Ha-Rin finally burst into tears. Though it pained his heart to see this, he didn't intervene since it was between the sisters.

"I'll believe that you didn't wear it. And I'm sorry for being so harsh."

When she finally accepted her younger sister's apology, Kim Young-Seok's expression softened. He carefully detached Kim Ji-Eun from his embrace and sat down next to Kim Ha-Rin, who was sobbing on the sofa, gently hugging her.

"Daddy's sorry for speaking harshly too."
"S-sob. I'm sorry."

At his warm words, Kim Ha-Rin wailed loudly and cried for a long time, her shoulders shaking in her father Kim Young-Seok's arms.

How much time passed like that?

The two sisters sat on the sofa with swollen eyes.

"You know Mom went abroad on a business trip today, right?"
"Yes, we know."
"We marked it on the calendar."

Though he was on vacation today, Cha Ah-Ram had gone abroad briefly to revise the treaty between the World Hunter Association and the Cheonmun Guild.

And as if they had been waiting for this moment, the two daughters' faces brightened with smiles.

"Daddy, let's go on a date, just the three of us, without telling Mom."

The eldest daughter Kim Ji-Eun repeated the proposal she had made when she returned to Korea.
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The eldest daughter Kim Ji-Eun and the second daughter Kim Ha-Rin.

Kim Ji-Eun had come of age this year and awakened her ability, while Kim Ha-Rin had just turned 18.

As they say, a tiger father doesn't beget a timid child.

The two daughters had inherited Cha Ah-Ram's looks and were constantly receiving marriage proposals from all over the world.

Kim Ha-Rin, who was still a minor without any abilities, had even gained a fan club—that's how incredibly popular the two daughters were.

"Do you think you can handle your mother?"

After contemplating the date proposal for a moment, Kim Young-Seok asked.

While he could easily appease his wife's anger in bed, when she got angry at their daughters, it could last for days.

"She doesn't like it."

He recalled what his second daughter had said earlier.

Though Cha Ah-Ram certainly loved and cherished her daughters as a mother, he couldn't deny the truth in Ha-Rin's words.

For Cha Ah-Ram, her priority was always herself. That wouldn't change even after his death.

"Honey, even if we have children, you'll always be my top priority."

She had said that when Kim Ji-Eun was born.

So he was her first priority, and their daughters Kim Ji-Eun and Kim Ha-Rin came second.

That's why he felt he needed to give more love and care to his daughters.

So, half-consenting, he asked if they could handle their mother if she found out. No matter how much he tried to shield them, there were limits. The relationship between father and daughter was fundamentally different from that between mother and daughter.

"Really? Will you really go on a date with us?"
"Of course! Dad's the best! Love you!"

His two daughters wrapped their arms around him, beaming with bright smiles.

They really look exactly like Cha Ah-Ram.

Ji-Eun resembled Cha Ah-Ram's eyes, lips, and overall aura, while Ha-Rin had her eyes, ears, and silver hair.

One thing though—compared to the well-endowed Cha Ah-Ram, they were a bit lacking. Well, as their father, it didn't matter to him, but from the girls' perspective, it seemed to be a constant concern as they bought books on how to increase their bust size.

"Let's have lunch at home and go out for our date around 3 PM."

As a father, he was happy to go out with his daughters, so he gave his permission. Both daughters planted kisses on his cheeks.

"Hehe."
"Hee."
"You know what happens if your mother finds out about this, right?"

He asked with narrowed eyes, but a smile played on Kim Young-Seok's face.


* * *


After having a cozy lunch with his daughters, he entered the master bedroom that only he and Cha Ah-Ram used.

"It's only 1 PM."

They were set to go out at 3 PM. Until then, his daughters would be busy getting ready, so he had to spend time alone.

"Don't feel like working."

Though work emails requiring his approval were piling up in real-time, he was the type who did absolutely nothing during vacations, so he ignored them.

"Should I turn it on after a while?"

Unlike before, after his two daughters were born, he used to broadcast once a day.

Now he only did it once a month, and even then, it was about heavy topics like issues and improvements for Korean Hunters.

My channel, which is no longer a personal broadcast but almost an association broadcast.

Retired Hunter.
Subscribers: 57 million.

The current population of South Korea is 27 million.
It's as if half the country had subscribed, and there were also many foreigners who subscribed either to keep tabs on him and Cha Ah-Ram or to request commissions.

Snicker.

As Kim Young-Seok prepared to broadcast on Neotube, he suddenly smiled.

"I never imagined Neotube would belong to Cha Ah-Ram."

A story he didn't know before marriage. After getting married and having children, Cha Ah-Ram occasionally revealed secrets she had kept hidden.

For instance, when he first moved here and went to the flower shop, the event that was held was on Cha Ah-Ram's orders, and the remodeling of this house when he moved in was also her doing.

Thinking about it now, he truly was a blessed man. He must have saved not just a country but the Earth or the universe in his past life.

Beautiful. Rich. Strong. His wife lacked nothing. If he had to find a flaw, it would be her slight jealousy and obsession? Maybe "slight" is an understatement.

Anyway, apart from her jealousy and obsession, she was truly the epitome of a perfect woman.
For him, who had nothing, she had worked tirelessly, both visibly and invisibly, to sway his heart.

While not everything he heard was true, when he discovered these hidden secrets, he felt immense gratitude.

"Will she come in?"

And now, as his wife, Cha Ah-Ram was also his broadcast manager.

Even if she had busy matters, she always made time to watch his broadcasts. She had even postponed dungeon dates she had received, causing quite a stir.

He turned on the computer and grabbed the mouse to start the broadcast.

I'm excited.

Despite having done countless broadcasts, he felt excited every time.

Broadcasting was the top item on his bucket list. A modest dream of an unremarkable man who was a C-rank Hunter, a Porter, and had retired.

He turned on the camera, accessed the Neotube site, navigated to his channel, and hovered the mouse over the live broadcast button.

Taking a deep breath, he clicked the button.

-Eunha~
-Hello, Association President!
-Are you on vacation today?!
-Eunha~
-Hello!
-It's been a while. Please broadcast more often.
-I love you, Association President Kim Young-Seok! By any chance, would you consider taking a concubine? They say even heroes can have multiple wives in troubled times. Call me at 010-5858-8282!
-Hello
-こんにちは
-Association President, I'm the Hunter who wrote to the complaint center about an unfair incident recently. Thank you so much for your help then.

As soon as he started broadcasting, comments with all sorts of messages began pouring in at an incredible speed.

[Retired Hunter's manager "Loving Youth" has entered the chat.]

And Cha Ah-Ram, the owner of Neotube who had filled his broadcast with special features, made her entrance announced by a loud notification sound.

The moment the nickname "Loving Youth" appeared and disappeared on the broadcast screen, the chat that had been scrolling at an incredible speed suddenly froze.

[Loving Youth has donated 1,000 won.]
-You all know what happens if you talk nonsense, right?-

Since his money was now Cha Ah-Ram's money and vice versa, she didn't donate excessively but established dominance with a 1,000 won punch.

-Of course!
-I never said anything harsh about the Association President or the Cheonmun Guild Master.
-Woof woof woof
-Moo~
-I've already taken screenshots of everything, so I'll send them to the Guild Master's email later.
-Loving Youth: Oh my, thank you. I'll return the favor later.

There were still countries that treated Cha Ah-Ram as a witch or villainess, but at least on his broadcast, she had established an image as the wife of a cheesy couple always displaying affection, so everyone thawed the frozen atmosphere and the chat became lively again.

"But why did I turn on the broadcast again?"

After looking at the chat, Kim Young-Seok scratched his head, having forgotten what he intended to do with the broadcast.

-Loving Youth: Let's do an ideal type world cup!

When his wife, Cha Ah-Ram, suggested an ideal type world cup, a chill ran down his spine.
A long time ago, before they started dating, he had done an ideal type world cup.
Thinking about that time was horrifying.

"Manager, please restrain yourself. Hmm... what should I do?"

Having always communicated on heavy topics, he wanted to have a light conversation or play a game, but he couldn't think of anything.

"Maybe I'll play Minesweeper after a long time..."

-Loving Youth: Such a boomer. But charming, right? Don't do it. That game is really boring.
-What's Minesweeper?
-Is it about finding mines? When was that game released?
-LOL seriously? It's a game made in the 1990s. Is this for real?
-Wow, is it true that you're older than our parents? ZZZZ
-Association President, I love you even if you're a boomer. So...
-Loving Youth: Seol-Ah. Stop causing trouble with a new ID. If you don't want to die^^ Look for another man besides mine. Or should I introduce you to someone?

Baek Seol-Ah.

An S-rank Hunter with the title of Saintess. Though not as much as Cha Ah-Ram, she was right below her in terms of outstanding looks and figure, and was loved by the public for her kind personality, always going around saving people.

And Baek Seol-Ah had confessed to him before.

If. Just if. If he hadn't met Cha Ah-Ram first? Then he might have chosen Baek Seol-Ah...

-Loving Youth: Ahjussi? What are you imagining that's making you grin like that?

Immediately sensing the danger, he composed his expression.

"Ahem."

-Loving Youth: So, you now prefer the fish you haven't tasted over the one you've already caught, is that it?

Though it was clearly said in jest, sometimes she mixed in truths, and if he just let it slide, it would be a big problem.

"I think Hunter Baek Seol-Ah is a Hunter who deserves respect. And I couldn't accept her feelings. I can't steal the hearts of people all over the world, can I? My wife is more than enough for me."

After clearly drawing the line,

-Baek Seol-Ah lol, the 187th rejection
-Stop being so clingy to the Association President already
-Hunter Baek Seol-Ah, I'm handsome and an A-rank Hunter, would you like to date me?
-Honestly, if it were me, I'd take Baek Seol-Ah as a concubine.
-Can you handle Cha Ah-Ram?
-Loving Youth: Kya~~ As expected, Ahjussi is so cool! I want to go home soon ㅜㅜㅜㅜ
-So is Baek Seol-Ah really not going to get married?
-SeolSeolRiaRia: Cha Ah-Ram, you bitch. You were lucky to meet Oppa Kim Young-Seok first and marry him, but how long do you think Oppa will like you? I'll definitely wedge myself into Oppa's side, so be prepared.

"Aunt Seol-Ah, that's a bit problematic, isn't it?"
"...Oh my, you startled me. Ji-Eun, I told you to knock before entering."

Kim Ji-Eun, who had somehow appeared behind Kim Young-Seok, saw the chat left by Baek Seol-Ah and gave a cold look.

-Ji-Eun Goddess ㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜㅜ
-Wow, what day is it today? Kim Ji-Eun is appearing on the broadcast.
-She's really fucking pretty.
-At a glance, she's totally a little Cha Ah-Ram.

"What about me?"

-Wow, Goddess Ha-Rin!!! Marry me.
-Damn, the women in that family have insane looks.
-For real, if the Association President's face had been mixed in even a little, the daughters would have wept [You have been kicked out.]
-Of course Ha-Rin is beautiful too. My eyes are truly blessed today.

Due to Ji-Eun's ability characteristics, Kim Young-Seok couldn't sense her presence, but Ha-Rin, who hadn't awakened her ability yet, had noticed her sneaking up from behind.

"Everyone's rea..."

He was about to say "ready" but realized Cha Ah-Ram was watching the broadcast and closed his lips.

-But where are you going? Everyone's dressed up so nicely.
-Loving Youth: Girls, you're not going anywhere, are you?

When the chat from their mother Cha Ah-Ram's manager account appeared,

"You remember that friend Eunha we met before? She's back in the country after a long time, so we're going to visit her."
"I'm going shopping at the department store."

The two daughters calmly lied to their mother.

-Loving Youth: Is that so? Do you have money? If not, Mom will send you some.

Ah-Ram, you don't even care how much money is in our daughters' accounts.

Excluding himself and Cha Ah-Ram, if one were to name the richest people in South Korea, it would definitely be his daughters.

"It's okay, Dad."
"Huh?"

Kim Ji-Eun rejected Cha Ah-Ram's offer with a bright smile and grabbed his arm.

"How long are you going to broadcast? I want to show you something."

Show me something?

Ah, she's hinting that we should leave now.

[14:22]

Before he knew it, about 1 hour and 20 minutes had passed while chatting.

He had planned to broadcast until 3 PM, but since there wasn't much to do, it would be fine to leave now.

"Since my daughters say they want to show me something, I'll end the broadcast early today."

-No!!! Ji-Eun! Ha-Rin!!! Don't go
-My wives are leaving ㅠㅠㅠㅠ
-Like if you're a Guild Master who's angry that the Association President is ending the broadcast ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ
-Loving Youth: Like!

It was a bit scary that Cha Ah-Ram had liked the comment, but Kim Young-Seok waved both hands.

"Then I'll see you next time."

He clicked the end button to terminate the broadcast.

"Dad, let's go on our date."

Kim Ha-Rin finally said the words she had been holding back. And Kim Ji-Eun, who was already clinging to his right arm, smiled.

"Let's go out quickly~"

She urged him to go on their date.

I'll have to deal with the consequences... right?
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