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I am a monster.
A monster who has a hero as a friend.


Ch.0 - The Hero and the Beast
When morning comes, I rise from the bed and wait for you to wake up.
When you do, I greet you with a casual "Did you sleep well?" and we head to the bathroom together.

With monstrous hands that have sharp claws and brute strength not meant for humans, I can do nothing but destroy.
Because I would die without your kindness, I swallow my embarrassment and entrust my body to your hands.

After leaving the bathroom, I dry my hair—unnecessarily long when I transform into a woman, unnecessarily tough and impossible to cut when I transform into a monster.
You always tell me it's fine, that you enjoy brushing my hair, but I can only feel pathetic for being unable to do anything myself.

After my hair is dry, we eat breakfast together.
While you prepare the morning meal, I just stand behind you, staring blankly.

I eat like a child, stabbing each side dish one by one with a fork.
With hands as large as my head, I can't use chopsticks.

After finishing breakfast, I see you off as you leave for the Hero Association.
I'm still frustrated that I can't tie your necktie properly, but I can only watch.

With these hands, it's impossible to do something like tying a necktie.
As you stand at the front door.

"Have a good day."

"I'll be back."

Today again, I crouch quietly by the front door, waiting only for your return.
Since I can't do anything alone, I just wait for you, quietly closing my eyes in front of the door.

I am a monster.
A man who has become a monster in the form of a little girl.

...A monster with a Hero as a childhood friend, living off the kindness of others.
As a monster, today again I wait for you, the Hero.

Ch.1 - Awakening (1)
Have you ever experienced falling into such a deep sleep that you couldn't even gather your wits?

For example, staying up all night gaming, then dozing off briefly at school only to find the class has ended or, worse, it's already lunchtime. Or it doesn't have to be school—maybe you came home after working all night, collapsed onto your bed, and your weekend disappeared.

You're so tired your eyes feel dry, and you think, "I'll just close my eyes for a moment." But when you open them again, time has vanished—like riding a time machine that deletes hours from your day.

If you're not someone who studies incredibly hard or plays incredibly hard—just an utterly ordinary person—you've probably experienced this at least once. Your stiffened brain works overtime, making your temples throb as it tries to process what's happening.

The sudden change in atmosphere is disorienting. You're confused about how time passed so quickly, and it feels bizarre that chunks of your memory have been cut away as if they never existed.

That's exactly how I feel right now.

...Though my sleep was a bit, well, longer than usual.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud—

"...Ouch!"

The sound of helicopter rotors like from that FPS game I often played, the murmur of people's voices, and...
Someone's voice calling me.

My eyes twitched at the voice that reached me like white noise from a distance.
I tried to open my eyes, but intense light shining directly on my face made me wince.

But thanks to that light, my drowsiness completely vanished.
So that's why people open their curtains first thing in the morning.

"Sia!!"

While thinking such useless thoughts, I struggled to open my eyes and found myself staring at an unfamiliar man.
I blinked blankly at this stranger who was calling my name.

*Who is he...?*

I racked my brain but couldn't come up with a name.
I hadn't lost my memory. It's just that there was no such man among the people I knew.

Wondering if he might be some cousin I'd never met, I searched my memory again, but still couldn't place him.
I'd been asleep for so long that my eyes felt sticky, making it difficult to open and close them.

My eyes were full of sleep, and it felt like my eyelashes were poking into my eyes.
I winced at the familiar pain and squeezed my eyes shut.

"Sia! Yu Sia!! Wake up, Yu Sia!"

I just wanted to keep my eyes closed because they hurt so much, but the voice I'd heard earlier kept calling my name and shaking my body.
My head was already buzzing from sleeping too long, and now the noise was giving me a headache.

I reached out to push the man away and squinted at him.
He was looking at me with a face that seemed about to burst into tears.

Who could he be, looking at me with such an expression?
To be honest, it was a bit creepy.

A man looking at me with that expression?
I'm straight, thank you very much.

I glared at him with slight irritation and decided I needed to find out who he was.

"Who...?"

A deeply hoarse voice came out of my mouth.
I was surprised by the voice that came from my lips, and the man was surprised by my surprise.

"My voice... Why is it like this...?"

I was bewildered.
More bewildered than waking up to find a stranger hugging me.

My voice had always been an ordinary male voice that anyone would recognize as belonging to a man.
Not squeaky, not too deep—just an ordinary voice.

The kind of unremarkable voice you'd commonly hear at a bar.
So what was this voice now? Doesn't your voice usually get deeper when you're hoarse? Why did it get higher instead?

It wasn't just higher—it had completely transformed into something childlike.
Startled, I fully opened my half-closed eyes and tried to sit up.

Or rather, I tried to.

"Nngh!?"

The moment I exerted force, my entire body felt like it was breaking apart.
Even putting strength into a single finger was difficult and painful.

Even the day after an intense workout, muscle pain wasn't this bad. This was agonizing enough to bring tears to my eyes.
It was a pain beyond description.

"Don't push yourself. You just came out of the test tube, so it'll be hard to move."

"Test... tube...?"

What does he mean I came out of a test tube?
From beginning to end, nothing made sense.

My lower eyelids trembled from the stress.
I heard a ringing in my ears, and my temples throbbed with each heartbeat.

"Kuh...!"

"Just rest for now. I'll explain everything later."

The man said this as he picked me up.
I instinctively curled up at the sudden elevation and floating sensation.

It was humiliating and confusing.
More than anything, my head was spinning.

"I'll see you again soon."

The man handed me over to a firefighter wearing the familiar orange uniform and turned to leave.
The man's appearance, previously obscured by the helicopter's intense light, became clear.

He was wearing a cape like a movie superhero and a suit with white and yellow colors.
What is this? A movie shoot? A commercial? A hidden camera prank? Even for a prank, kidnapping seems a bit extreme.

Unable to understand the situation, I blankly watched the man's back as he strode toward the rubble of a collapsed building.
Cradled in the firefighter's arms, I stared vacantly at the man until a loud "BANG!" sounded, and I lost consciousness.

* * *

...An unfamiliar ceiling.
Yet somehow familiar.

A white ceiling with patterns like crawling worms, a light bulb set inside a round hole.
And at the edge of my vision, yellow nutritional fluid and clear IV solution—anyone would recognize this as a hospital.

...Or did I just guess that from the ceiling?
Whatever. As long as I got it right that it's a hospital.

"Hospital..."

Why am I in a hospital?
I was being carried by a firefighter and then...

*I can't remember...*

I clearly remember watching the back of the man in the suit, but I can't recall anything after that.
I think I heard a loud bang, but... I'm not sure.

I tried hard to recall the forgotten memory, but nothing came to mind.
All I could remember was the man's back and his face as he called my name.

"Haah..."

I blinked slowly, staring blankly at the ceiling.
My whole body felt heavy. Especially my hands and head.

No, more than that, my back was extremely uncomfortable.
How should I put it—it felt like I was lying on something hard.

"Ugh..."

I groaned and tried to move, but this damn body wouldn't budge, let alone allow me to exert any strength.
Gritting my teeth, I somehow managed to put strength into my neck and lift my head, but that was it.

"Ugh...grk! Pahah!"

I felt like I could lift my head a little more, but I couldn't.
It felt like I was doing sit-ups but only straining my neck.

My face just got hot from the effort.
I felt awful. No, I felt miserable.

I didn't know how I ended up like this, or where my mother and father were.
Who was that man in the suit with the cape, what was this situation, and that collapsed building I saw then, just, just...

"Sigh..."

My eyes grew hot, and I tried to hold back by gritting my teeth, but it wasn't easy.
Eventually, I was sniffling and crying alone when—

The door opened with a sliding sound.
I wanted to see who was coming in, but I couldn't move my body.

I wanted to at least wipe away my tears, but my arms wouldn't move.
I could feel strength in them, but my hands were too heavy to move.

It felt like someone had filled my wrists with sandbags.
I felt even more miserable, and tears streamed down.

I tried to hold back my tears by holding my breath and biting my lip, but it didn't help.

"Hic... uup... uh..."

As I cried alone, the curtain was pulled aside with a swish.
The person who appeared from behind the curtain wasn't my mother or father, but a nurse.

The nurse's eyes widened in surprise when she saw me, then she approached and wiped away my tears.

"Oh, dear. Are you alright?"

I opened my mouth to speak but felt like I might burst into tears again, so I closed it tightly and nodded slightly.
The nurse looked at me with sympathetic eyes and waited for me to stop crying.

After sobbing for quite a while, I finally managed to stop crying about 10 minutes later when a doctor arrived, summoned by the nurse call button the nurse had pressed for me.
The doctor who came to the room looked at the chart, made a humming sound, and sent the nurse out.

"First, patient, can you understand what I'm saying?"

I nodded.

Of course I could understand—the doctor was speaking Korean.
It would be stranger if a Korean couldn't understand Korean.

"Your name is Yu Sia, correct?"

I nodded again.
The doctor scratched his head with the end of his pen.

"Are you unable to speak? If you have symptoms like no voice coming out or a sore throat, please nod."

"Ah, ah...hic. No... I, I just... cried too much, so my, my voice is shaky..."

"Ah, I see. If speaking is difficult, you don't have to force yourself."

I nodded at that, and the doctor, who had been humming thoughtfully, sighed and put down the chart.

"Well, Yu Sia. Please don't be alarmed by what I'm about to tell you."

Wondering what he was going to say, I looked at the doctor.
After a moment's hesitation, the doctor said something completely incomprehensible.

"You have become a Kaiju."

...What? Is this still a hidden camera prank?
My lower eyelids trembled as I stared at the doctor.

"You don't believe me, of course. Hah... Well, prepare yourself."

Saying that, the doctor crouched down to raise the bed, then went somewhere briefly and returned with a large mirror.

"This is your current appearance."

And in that mirror was a girl with golden hair, golden eyes, a pair of horns longer than her head, large hands, and wings, looking back with a shocked expression.
And that girl was me.

"Ah."

With that exclamation, I lost consciousness once again.

Ch.2 - Awakening (2)
I've analyzed the text and identified all character references and terms from the glossary. Now translating while maintaining the natural webnovel style:

They say people lose consciousness when they receive too much shock, and that's definitely true.
Waking up from my third fainting spell, I leaned against the bed's headboard and stared blankly at the ceiling before letting out a sigh.

The first time I fainted was when the doctor showed me a mirror. The second time was when I saw the monster's hand moving according to my will, confirming this wasn't fake.
The third time was after I spent a while denying everything, insisting it was all a dream, only to faint again when I saw my reflection in the mirror hanging across from me.

By now, even if I wanted to faint, I couldn't anymore.
They say humans are creatures of adaptation, but I never thought I'd get used to even this kind of mental shock.

If someone were to evaluate my current mental state and write a paper about it, they could probably win a Nobel Prize in Medicine for psychopathology.
What would the title be? "An Experiment on the Limits of Human Mental Thresholds"?

My brother used to give his papers fancy titles like that, right? Is that how it's done?
I don't know. I was just a high school student.

After spending some time letting my mind wander with nonsense thoughts, I lowered my head and faced the reality I'd been avoiding.

My hand, covered in brilliant golden scales, looked nothing like a human's—it was closer to a lizard's, like a monster character from a manga.
As if the shape wasn't bad enough, the hand was clearly as big as my head, creating a severe imbalance with my thin wrist.

*How does this thin wrist even support this hand? Shouldn't it break?*

And what about the claws?
Unlike before, I put a little strength into my hand and moved my fingers slightly, but the fabric couldn't withstand the claws and made a ripping sound as it tore right through.

After that, I was too scared to move even a single finger.
My parents would probably pay for the damage if I told them, but...

No matter how understanding they might be, I couldn't just tear up all the blankets with the mindset of "they'll just pay for it."
Sighing deeply, I looked ahead and saw the girl in the mirror...

...our eyes met.
The me in the mirror had a large pair of horns and a pair of wings.

My ears were elongated like an elf's from manga.
My pupils were different from normal people's too—vertical and snake-like.

While my ears and eyes were unusual, another strange feature was that my wings weren't attached to my shoulders as one might expect, but around my waist.
Oh, one more thing.

I didn't have a tail.
Wondering if they might move, I stared at my wings and tried to flex them, but failed.

I had no idea how to even apply force to them.
Looking at my drooping wings, I raised my gaze slightly to look at my head.

"Horns..."

A sigh escaped me as soon as I saw the horns larger than my head.
No wonder my head felt heavy.

Wait a minute... That loud bang I heard right before fainting when the firefighter was carrying me...
Was that the sound of my horns hitting the propeller?

*It's a miracle my neck didn't break...*

A normal person would have died instantly from a broken neck.
The fact that I only fainted must be because, as the doctor said, I had become a monster.

Large horns, wings, lizard-like hands, incredible durability, monster.
By this point, it was obvious.

*I'm a dragon.*

Whatever kind of monster I might be, this body was modeled after a dragon.
Having reached that conclusion, I let out a hollow laugh and tilted my head back.

My horns hit the wall with a thud.
It didn't hurt, but it was quite uncomfortable since my head couldn't properly rest on the pillow.

"..."

The guy who fainted three times because he couldn't accept his appearance or reality is now analyzing what his body was modeled after.

Have I really gone insane?
...How nice it would be if I had.

If no one recognized me and I had no memories, it might have been better.
Being half-aware and half-sane made me feel like I was going crazy.

In my memories, I was clearly a student laughing and chatting with friends at school.
But the me in the mirror had the appearance of a monster that anyone would recognize as beyond human.

"If Mom or Dad saw me... what would they say?"

Would they recognize their son and embrace me?
Or would they deny me as a monster and push me away?

Once these negative thoughts started flowing, they seemed endless. I tried to push them away with a sigh.
Being alone and depressed won't change anything. Better not to think about it at all.

"Haah..."

If my hands were at least normal, I could have pressed the nurse call button, but with hands in this state, I couldn't even dream of it.
Before that, I couldn't even lift my arms. As I mentioned earlier, these damn hands were unbearably heavy.

*So you need muscles even to use your hands. Is this "don't use your hands if you can't bench 100"?*

This is seriously too much.
If I could talk with someone, at least I wouldn't have these depressing thoughts, but I couldn't even do that.

*Getting depressed again.*

Just because I decided not to think didn't mean thoughts actually stopped coming, so I just tilted my head back and closed my eyes, intending to sleep.
But having used up all my sleep quota for the day with three fainting spells, I couldn't fall asleep no matter how long I kept my eyes closed.

Above all, my position was too uncomfortable to sleep.
The biggest problem was that these cursed horns were too long and got caught on the wall, making it impossible to lie down properly.

*No matter how uncomfortable, I should be able to sleep if I force myself. Let me try counting sheep.*

With that thought, I closed my eyes and started counting sheep, but sleep still wouldn't come.
If I counted all the sheep I'd enumerated with my eyes closed, I could stock ten sheep farms and still have some left over.

As I kept sighing in frustration, I suddenly heard my stomach growl and blinked.
Come to think of it, I hadn't eaten anything since regaining consciousness.

But strangely, despite not eating for almost half a day, I didn't feel hungry at all.
Am I a hibernating dragon or something? How could I not feel hungry?

But if that's the case, the growling sound from earlier doesn't make sense.
If I wasn't hungry, there's no way my stomach would make such a loud noise.

"Am I not feeling it...?"

I tilted my head and looked down at my stomach.
As I blinked, my stomach growled again with a much louder sound.

Unlike before, I felt a slight bloating sensation.

"Is it not hunger but a stomachache...?"

The reason I wasn't sure was that apart from slight discomfort, I couldn't feel anything else.
When you're extremely hungry, you sometimes feel stomach acid reflux, but it wasn't that, nor did it feel like intestinal cramping.

It felt like gas building up inside, like when you've had too much soda.
Oh, is it a burp?

...Or not?
Burps don't make hunger noises, do they?

While I was uncertain, my stomach growled once more.
This time, I felt something rising up my throat.

*Ah, it is a burp after all.*

Finally understanding, I relaxed my throat and let the gas out.
What escaped with a cute "hic" sound was—

Whoosh—

"Huh?"

Hissss...

Bright red flames and acrid smoke.
Startled, I gaped blankly as smoke continued to billow from my mouth.

*Fire?*

Feeling the subtle heat near my face, I reflexively shook my head vigorously to dispel the smoke.
I didn't feel particularly hot or burned.

It was more like... breathing in the warm, humid air of a wet sauna?
Yes, that's what it felt like.

"Cough! Cough cough! Ugh! Sniff..."

Regardless, having fire sparks and acrid smoke come out of my mouth was quite awkward, so I kept coughing and sniffling.
...Come to think of it, breathing fire and smoke isn't just awkward—it's bizarre.

While spitting out the remaining smoke, I suddenly realized something important and looked up.
This is a hospital. Hospitals prioritize safety above all. Each room has heat and smoke detectors.

So what happens when you breathe fire and smoke in such a room?

"Ah."

WAAAAAAAAAAA—!!

An intense alarm blared along with a clanging bell.
It was so loud that my body instinctively curled up, but I couldn't even lift my hands to cover my ears, so I just kept writhing.

"Aaaagh!! It's too louuuud!!"

I stomped my feet and twisted my body for a while.
Perhaps my hearing had improved along with my physical transformation, because it felt like my eardrums were about to burst.

I was in such agony that tears welled up in my eyes.
After what felt like an eternity, the noise suddenly stopped with a click.

"Ugh..."

My ears were tingling.
I heard a ringing sound.

As I repeatedly squeezed my eyes shut and opened them, trying to soothe my buzzing eardrums, the door burst open with a bang, and a doctor and nurse rushed in with panicked expressions.

"Are you alright, patient?!"

The doctor shouted with a startled face, and as I nodded while coughing and expelling the remaining smoke from my throat—
With a pop, the sprinklers activated, showering the room with water.

"Hic, huuung..."

Having fainted three times, breathed fire, and now being soaking wet, my situation was so pitiful that I finally couldn't hold back and started crying.
Water from the sprinklers mixed with tears as they streamed down my cheeks.

Ch.3 - Situation Assessment (1)
After the sprinkler incident, I was completely soaked, changed into fresh clothes, and moved to a new dry bed in the Special Ward.

When I asked what the Special Ward was, they told me it was for people like me who had transformed into monsters.

...I know it's rude to say this, but couldn't they have put me in this ward from the beginning?
Of course, I didn't have the courage to say that out loud, so I just mumbled while watching the nurse pushing my bed before giving up.

To be precise, I was struggling and then gave up because my horns were too heavy to lift my head.
But I deliberately ignored that fact because acknowledging it might break something inside me.

The Special Ward I arrived at was an ordinary hospital room with no significant differences from other rooms.
If there was any difference, it was the absence of gas or heat detectors on the ceiling.

How did I know that?
Because the ceiling was completely smooth.

While I was staring blankly at the ceiling, the nurse who had secured my bed looked at me with a bright smile.
She was kind, but how should I put it...

The nurse's demeanor was so different from what I remembered when I was a man. It felt a bit awkward.
The distance between us had suddenly shortened—the atmosphere was completely different from the nurses I remembered.

As I blinked at the nurse, she came over, gently lifted me, and lowered me on the bed.
My horns had been catching on the bed's headboard, but now they didn't.

"More comfortable now?"

"Ah, yes..."

The nurse responded to my answer with a gentle smile and tidied my hair.
Having someone take care of me like this was comfortable, but it also made me feel a bit uneasy.

"You'll be staying here during your rehabilitation therapy."

"Rehabilitation... therapy?"

"Yes, rehabilitation therapy. You can't put much strength in your arms right now, and you can't hold your head up comfortably, right?"

I nodded slightly.
As the nurse said, I wasn't just having difficulty moving—movement itself was impossible for me.

"That's natural. Have you heard about the laboratory?"

"No... Since waking up in the hospital, I've been constantly passing out, so I haven't heard anything."

"I see... Then there's not much I can tell you. I'll bring the doctor here, so please wait a moment."

"Okay..."

Yes, good girl.
With a bright smile, the nurse patted my head gently and left the room.

After waiting for a while, the doctor who had shown me the mirror earlier entered the room with the nurse.
Once again busy writing something while flipping through a chart, the doctor handed the chart to the nurse and dismissed her.

"It's been three hours, Ms. Yu Sia."

"Ah, yes... About the sprinkler that just burst... Do I need to pay for the damages...?"

"You don't need to worry about that. This hospital was built specifically for patients like you who have undergone kaijuification."

Patients who have undergone kaijuification like me?
As I blinked at the doctor, he chuckled and continued.

"I should explain the situation so you can understand it better."

Saying that, the doctor produced a remote control from somewhere and turned on the TV hanging on the wall.
After the familiar manufacturer's logo appeared, the screen showed a clock marking 2 o'clock and a news broadcast.

[We're starting the 2 o'clock news. It's been five years since the Singularity Incident, and all Gates have closed, but remnants still remain. Recently, another major incident occurred. Reporter Bak U-Seon reports.]

[This is a hospital in Gangdong-Gu. Part of the building has completely collapsed beyond recognition. The finely crushed concrete and torn steel reinforcements show how devastating the situation was.]

The scene that appeared with the reporter's words was the same place I had seen while being carried by the firefighter.
Unlike the nighttime scene I remembered, the building now clearly visible in daylight looked truly... truly devastating.

The remaining structure was a six-story building.
And it had collapsed beyond recognition around a central point.

Like the cross-section of a cut cake, the exposed interior of the building was damaged everywhere, with broken windows and hardly anything intact.
I was rescued from there? It's a miracle I'm even alive...

As I blinked, I remembered that even when my horns got caught in the helicopter propeller, I only passed out.
...I guess I'm pretty resilient.

[It's reported that one of the seven remaining executives of Harmageddon, a remnant from the Singularity Incident, was using this abandoned hospital as a base for experiments. S-Class Hero Choi Hyun discovered this and immediately moved to capture the remnants, but they had already abandoned the building and fled.]

Along with the reporter's explanation, a photo of the man who had rescued me yesterday appeared.
I stared at the photo before lowering my head.

"...Doctor."

"Yes?"

"That S-Class Hero they just mentioned... his name is Choi Hyun?"

"Yes. He's currently the most famous and strongest hero in South Korea. He's also the one who rescued you."

I lowered my head at the doctor's words.
Both the doctor's voice and the reporter's voice from the news seemed to fade away.

How could I have forgotten?
Why had I forgotten?

[—...We interviewed S-Class Hero Choi Hyun.]

At the mention of that name again, I looked back at the TV with trembling eyes.
There was the man I had seen before, talking with a reporter.

But I couldn't hear what they were saying.
My heart was beating wildly, and my vision was spinning.

The man on screen, Choi Hyun, 28 years old, was my childhood friend since birth—we were even born in the same hospital.

"Ah...!"

How many years has it been? How many years have passed?
I was definitely in my second year of high school... If he's 28 now... 10 years?

10 years have passed?
I was definitely at home... no, on my way back from school? Where did my memories cut off?

Hero? Remnants? Monsters? Then what about my mom? My dad?
The fact that they haven't visited the hospital, could it be...

"—Ms. Sia? Ms. Yu Sia!"

Just as the reporter on TV became nothing more than a silhouette to me.
Click—the screen turned off, reflecting my face.

I was drenched in cold sweat, and my golden eyes were glowing unnaturally bright.
Not only that, my wings, which I hadn't intended to move, were spread wide on both sides, and my large hands had not just gripped the bed but completely crumpled the bed frame.

A true monster.
The appearance of a kaiju.

"Aah..."

Finally coming to my senses, I released my grip on the bed and quickly lifted my hands.
My arms, which hadn't moved at all before, could now be lifted easily as if by magic.

I was bewildered. Everything was bewildering.
My wings kept flapping, making a mess of the room.

"Calm down, Ms. Yu Sia!"

"How... how am I supposed to calm down...!!"

My mother might be dead.
My father might be dead.

The ten-year gap had left me with nothing but uncertainty.
The time discrepancy was so great that I felt like I was going insane.

I wanted to just pass out, but I couldn't even do that at will.
I covered my face with my hands and gasped for breath.

"Huu...! Huu...!!"

"What... heat...!!"

With each rough breath, I felt a hot sensation on my palms and face.
When I opened my eyes, I saw crimson flames.

I was too shocked and scared and wanted to stop, but I couldn't.
My heart was racing madly, and with each exhale, flames flickered from my mouth.

As I shook my head and was about to scream—

"Sia!"

With a sudden warmth, I felt arms wrapping tightly around me.
Without even knowing who was embracing me, I reflexively hugged them back and tightened my grip.

"Ugh...!"

The trembling in my hands gradually subsided.
The sound of my heartbeat in my ears slowly calmed.

The heat in my face also diminished.
As everything started returning to normal, I finally realized I was holding someone.

"...Who?"

"Ha, looks like you've finally come to your senses..."

Hearing the somewhat playful tone, I slowly opened my eyes and saw a man's exposed chest.

"...!!"

Startled, I tried to pull my hands away and back up, but seeing the hands firmly gripping my shoulders, I trembled.
Anger, disgust, hatred, irritation—all sorts of negative emotions boiled up instantly.

"Let go!"

"Whoa!!"

I extended my leg to kick the man in front of me, but my leg only sliced through the air with a loud whooshing sound.
Surprised by both the sound of my kick and the sudden hostility that erupted from within me, I tried to steady myself by putting my hand behind me, but it found only air.

I realized my mistake, but my body had already lost balance and was half-falling backward.
As I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for impact—

My horns hit the wall with a thud, stopping my backward fall.
My neck bent sharply, making a strange sound.

"Urghk..."

"Puhah!"

Hearing the laughter, I frowned severely and looked ahead.

"You're still as noisy as ever, whether it's back then or now."

"...You."

There stood the S-Class Hero I had just seen on TV, who was also my childhood friend from birth until high school.

"Long time no see, Sia."

"Choi Hyun..."

Choi Hyun was standing there.

Ch.4 - Situation Assessment (2)
Choi Hyun.

People say he's an S-Class Hero who has closed more Gates in South Korea than anyone else.
He's like those superheroes you often see in movies.

That's how others described Choi Hyun. He truly was remarkable if those stories were true.

But the Choi Hyun I remember was a bit different.

In elementary school, he was the kid who skipped academy classes with me because he didn't want to go, then got caught by his mother returning from grocery shopping and cried after getting scolded. In middle school, he was always complaining about lack of sleep and dozing off during class, then waking up at lunchtime only to grab a soccer ball before even thinking about food. In high school, he insisted he had no plans for college, goofing around and playing by his own rules.

That's the Choi Hyun I remember.
One of those annoyingly exceptional people who pretend to be ordinary.

If you asked if I disliked him... no, not at all.
I could even say he was my best friend.

But I got angry at him.
Why? I don't know. I can't figure out the reason. I just... I just got angry.

No, it was beyond anger—I felt hostility.
It was the first time in my life I'd felt that way toward someone.

'Kill him'

Those words kept echoing in my head.
That's why I unconsciously tried to kick him.

If my body had moved according to my will, I would have tried to tear his throat out with my hands.
I actually swung my free hand at him... so it definitely wasn't my imagination.

That's why I was so confused.
That's why I was so scared.

The fact that I almost killed my closest friend of 18 years with my own hands terrified and confused me.
At that moment, Hyun, sitting across from me, called out.

"...Have you calmed down?"

I flinched, trembling as I raised my head and met Hyun's slightly tired expression.
He was shirtless, getting his back stitched up.

It was because I had scratched his back when I lunged at him earlier.
It felt like a boulder—no, an entire mountain was sitting on my chest.

Guilt crushed me.
As I bit my lip and darted my eyes around nervously, Hyun chuckled and shrugged.

"Patient, please don't move."

"Ah, sorry."

He was so nonchalant, shrugging while getting his back stitched without anesthesia, even smiling at the nurse while being scolded. His composure made me even more confused.
I couldn't make sense of anything.

"So, have you calmed down?"

"I'm... calm now."

"Good. I know you must be very confused right now, so I'll explain everything step by step. Just stay calm and listen."

I nodded, and he smiled as he began his explanation.
...He was explaining earnestly, but every time I caught glimpses of the bloody needle behind his back, my conscience stung, and I couldn't focus properly.

What I remember is information about what they now call the "Singularity"—the "Gate appearances"—and that I had been swept into one of these Gates. Hyun had searched everywhere for me but couldn't find me because I had been kidnapped by an organization called "Harmageddon," which had cleared the Gate before him.

The changes to my body were 20% due to being swept into the Gate, and 80% because Harmageddon had modified my body.
That's about all I understood.

"—That's the story so far. Do you understand?"

"...About half of it."

Honestly, every part of it was difficult to accept.
Gates? Harmageddon? This wasn't some fictional subculture world—how could such things happen in reality?

But I couldn't deny it either, which drove me crazy.
I was living proof of these unbelievable events.

"I know it's confusing. Even now, ten years later, some people still struggle to accept it, so of course it's hard for you who just woke up."

"You seem to know well."

"We've been friends for 18 years."

Hyun said that with a smile, but honestly, it felt awkward.
The ten-year gap was too wide and deep for me to accept his words with a smile like before.

He seemed to know this too, offering only a bitter smile without saying anything more.
I was both grateful and sorry for this, so I hung my head low.

"Why are you trying to dig yourself into the ground? Just talk to me casually like before, like 'Hey, you idiot.'"

"..."

That seemed too casual, didn't it?
I was seriously contemplating how to respond, and now I felt foolish.

"Overthinking will just make you hungry. Just be comfortable, relax."

...Right, that's how Choi Hyun always was.
I gave a bitter smile as I watched him snickering at me.

After hesitating for a moment, I carefully spoke.

"Isn't the age gap too big for me to be casual?"

"Look at you bringing up age just because you got younger. That's really petty."

His response was even more casual than I expected, leaving me speechless.
It was typical of him, but considering he was nearly in his thirties now, I couldn't just go along with it.

Still, thanks to him, all the worries filling my head and the negative thoughts that kept surfacing disappeared.
Though I was still bewildered, it was much better than before.

"...There's something I want to say."

"What is it?"

"Earlier, when I... kicked you and... you know."

"Ah... yeah. Don't worry about the injury. My body's pretty tough, so it'll heal quickly. Actually, I didn't even need stitches, but since we were at the hospital, I asked them to stitch it up."

I see.
That's a relief.

But that wasn't what I wanted to say.
Apart from feeling sorry, there was something I absolutely needed to confirm.

"That's not it. I was... a bit strange."

"Strange how?"

"When you were holding my shoulders, how should I put it... I can't really explain it well..."

Should I even say this?
I hesitated, but looking at his serious face, I gathered my courage.

...Yeah. It should be okay to tell him. If he wanted to kill me for being a monster, he would have done it already.
No, he wouldn't have saved me in the first place.

"...I tried to kill you."

Hyun didn't say anything in response.
It was the doctor stitching Hyun's back who spoke.

"That's the influence of Kaijuification."

"Kaijuification?"

"Yes. It's a symptom that often appears in patients like Yu Sia. When emotions like anger or sadness exceed a certain threshold, they trigger a physical response."

"To explain it simply, it's similar to how a werewolf transforms when seeing a full moon," the doctor added.
The doctor's explanation was certainly easy to understand, but there was still something I didn't comprehend.

"Is it normal to feel hostility toward humans?"

"No, it's not normal."

"I thought so..."

"I think you misunderstood me. I'm not saying that you, Yu Sia, are abnormal."

I blinked at those words.
Feeling murderous intent toward humans isn't abnormal? What does that mean?

"Kaijuification is when the monster instincts that make up your body awaken. This process is divided into stages from early to terminal, and you, Yu Sia, are in stage 3, close to terminal. This means most of your body is composed of monster parts."

I closed my mouth and looked at the doctor as he continued his explanation.

"In stages 1 or 2, self-awareness is stronger than the physical body, so even during Kaijuification, you might only feel slight irritation or anger. But in your case, the monster part is larger than the human part. That's why when Kaijuification progressed, you felt unbearable murderous intent toward humans."

"Is there any way to prevent Kaijuification?"

"It's difficult to say precisely as proper research hasn't been conducted yet, but Kaijuification can be controlled with antipsychotic medication, so you don't need to worry."

"Still... it's not normal for a person to try to kill another person."

"It's certainly dangerous, but we can't suppress human free will either..."

I quietly looked down at my hands after hearing the doctor's words.
Anyone would see them as monster hands.

I didn't like the idea of taking antipsychotic medication, but I was more afraid of killing someone and being labeled a murderer.
Sighing deeply while moving my hand, I suddenly noticed something strange and looked down.

"Oh."

My hand, which had been completely immobile before, was now moving naturally according to my will, surprisingly so.
After wiggling my fingers, I looked up at the doctor.

"Then, is my body moving like this now also due to Kaijuification?"

"Yes. Kaijuification is also a necessary process for patients like you to move their bodies."

"A necessary process..."

I almost killed someone, and that's considered a necessary process?
With mixed feelings, I stared blankly at my hands until the doctor added:

"Of course, dangerous situations like this are unusual. Normally, Kaijuification is induced under perfectly prepared conditions. For example..."

"Either an S-Class Hero like me stands by, or the patient is fully restrained after giving consent."

"As Choi Hyun explained, we usually induce Kaijuification with an S-Class Hero present or with the patient fully restrained. This time was... a bit dangerous."

I clenched my fist while listening to the doctor, then opened it when I felt my nails digging into my palm.

"Does Kaijuification usually happen this easily?"

"It usually takes quite a long time, but Yu Sia, you've already fainted three times today. The threshold has been crossed back and forth several times, building up stacks of Kaijuification, which is why it happened."

"Well, there's very little progress in research on Kaijuification, so I can't tell you exactly how it works," the doctor added.
I nodded, and then both the doctor and Choi Hyun stood up.

Do I need to go somewhere?
As I was about to stand up with them, Hyun gently pressed my shoulder, making me sit back down.

Unlike before, I felt no disgust, anger, or murderous intent.
I realized anew that the murderous intent I felt earlier was indeed due to Kaijuification, just as the doctor had said.

"Stay seated. You don't need to come with us."

"Aren't you going for some tests?"

"No. It's getting close to dinner time, so we're heading out. I also need to check on other patients."

"Oh, so it's not for tests?"

"No, it's not. Yu Sia, you've already gone through Kaijuification once today, so you must be very tired. Please get some rest."

"I'm leaving. See you tomorrow."

With that, the two of them left the room.
After watching them leave for a moment, I hesitated briefly before lying down on the bed.

It was still too difficult to make sense of the situation.
With my head throbbing, I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

Ch.5 - Stability (1)
After the two of them left, I lay on the new bed the doctor had provided, staring blankly at the ceiling until night arrived.
What did I do until nightfall? Literally just stared blankly at the ceiling.

I wanted to watch TV, but after my recent Kaijuification triggered by watching TV, I was too scared it might happen again.
Actually, even before that, these damn hands made it impossible to operate the remote control.

My grip strength could easily crumple the bed frame, and the parts of the frame that my claws touched were torn apart cleanly, making a mockery of the fact they were made of steel.
With such poor control over my strength, there was no way I could handle a remote smaller than my palm.

I was so bored that I tried using my feet, but my legs were too short to reach the shelf where the remote sat.

I tried using my claws like those grabber tools people use to retrieve things from under the bed.
But when my claw touched the shelf and it started shaving away like a pencil, I gave up.

"This is so annoying..."

I thought about calling someone to turn on the TV, but there was nobody around the Special Ward—probably concerned about my Kaijuification.
I waited for a nurse to come, but after waiting forever with no sign of anyone, I just returned to my room.

Nurse call button?
Yeah, claws.

It was quite frustrating, but not incomprehensible.
No one wants to enter a lion's den where human life is treated as a joke.

I wouldn't go in either.
My life is precious.

*The problem is that I am that lion...*

Someone finally came at lunchtime.
I immediately asked them to turn on the TV, but they refused.

What did they say again? Something about how after Kaijuification, the mind becomes extremely unstable, so they couldn't turn on the TV.
So I ended up just lying in bed staring at nothing.

My back was really hurting from lying down so long.
If I didn't have wings, I could have just lain there, but with wings, the parts where they were pressed against the bed hurt especially badly.

During my recent Kaijuification, I had managed to move my body awkwardly but effectively, so I'd adjusted my position several times, but that was reaching its limit too.
I want to take a walk. I want to move around. The thought kept circling in my head.

*A little bit should be fine, right?*

Yeah, nobody said I couldn't move a single step.
If there had been such a restriction, a nurse would have stopped me earlier when I went outside my room.

And since it's nighttime, walking around a little should be okay.
Having decided this, I carefully got up, making sure my claws didn't pierce the bed.

Tap. The sound of bare feet hitting the marble floor.
I went to the door and opened it with my foot, stepping outside.

There was still nobody around.
After looking around the empty surroundings to check if anyone was there, I realized the entire floor was deserted and headed for the elevator.

"Down... Oh."

I raised my hand to press the down button, but seeing my eerily glowing claws, I lowered it again.
...No. I can do this.

I raised my hand again and pressed the down button with the back of my hand.
When I pressed the button with a click, I felt something being pushed.

*It worked!*

I quickly lowered my hand and saw the button lit up red.
Stepping back and looking up, I could see the downward arrow and decreasing numbers.

I can get out.
As soon as that thought hit me, the corners of my mouth rose involuntarily.

I tapped the floor rhythmically with my toes, waiting for the elevator.
Finally, with a ding, the elevator doors opened.

I immediately got in and raised my hand to press the first floor button.

"Oh."

Here we go again.
But it's okay. I know how to solve this now.

With a little chuckle, I pressed the first floor button with the back of my hand.
When I removed my hand...
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All the buttons around the first floor were glowing bright red.
Thinking about it, this outcome was pretty predictable.

The doors closed and the elevator started going up.
Not even down, but up.

"...Shit."

I finally couldn't hold back the curse.
But what could I do? I was already inside.

After ten minutes of lonely struggle, I discovered a new option: using my horns to press the buttons.
I worried the buttons might break, but fortunately, while my horns were hard, they weren't sharp, making them perfect for pressing buttons.

The downside was that due to their position, I couldn't see exactly where the buttons were.
Still, there was a mirror in the elevator, so I could somewhat see and press them.

That's how, after a full 15 minutes since leaving my room, I finally made it to the first floor.
Going up, going down—it was quite the ordeal.

"It would've been faster to just take the stairs..."

With a deep sigh and a shake of my head, I finally reached the lobby after all that trouble.
Due to the late hour, the lobby was nearly empty.

There were only a few people: a nurse who looked about to collapse from exhaustion and some people heading to the emergency room.
Everyone was too busy with their own business to pay any attention to me.

*I can get out.*

I tiptoed toward the revolving door but stopped.
If my wings or hands got caught in that spinning door, it would be a disaster.

Thankfully, there was a sliding door right next to it, so I opened it with my shoulder and went outside.
Outside the hospital was truly... refreshing.

The night breeze brushing against my cheeks felt wonderful.
The air filling my lungs when I took a deep breath was perfect.

Liberation.

The feeling made me smile spontaneously, and I stretched.
I closed my eyes tightly, shivering at the refreshing sensation.

Hearing a fluttering sound, I opened my eyes to see the wings at my waist flapping vigorously.
When I relaxed, the wings drooped again.

*Just having flapping wings doesn't mean I can fly.*

That was fortunate, I suppose, but somehow a little disappointing.
After staring at my wings for a moment, I leisurely started walking.

The cold stone sensation under my feet felt good.
The city lights in the distance looked quite beautiful.

I'm not usually one to enjoy night views, nor am I the type whose mood improves just from taking a walk.
But after being unable to do anything and lying still, coming out like this was... perfect.

As I was circling around the hospital in a half-dazed state, a familiar face caught my eye.

"Hyun?"

"Oh, what? Why are you outside?"

It was Choi Hyun.
I blinked at the sudden encounter.

"Um... I felt stuffy?"

"The hospital room is a bit stuffy, true. Did you tell the doctor or nurse before coming out?"

"No? It's just a short walk, do I need to tell them?"

I'm not a critical patient, and while movement is... difficult, it's not like I can't move at all.
When I looked at him with that expression, Hyun shook his head with a smirk.

"Of course you do. Patients who've undergone Kaijuification are under special management."

"Special management...?"

"It's difficult for someone carrying monster genes to live a normal life. You never know when an unexpected situation might occur, or when Kaijuification might happen again, so it can't be helped. Above all, people who've undergone Kaijuification are heavily influenced by their base monster."

Hyun said this while pointing at my feet with his hand.
Why suddenly my feet? I looked down and saw my bare feet, dirty with soil.

*Why am I barefoot?*

And more importantly, why didn't I find it strange that I was walking around barefoot?

"Confused, right? You don't know why you came out barefoot? And why you didn't find it strange?"

Nodding at his spot-on question, I watched as Hyun shrugged.

"Have you ever seen a dragon wearing shoes?"

"...So you're saying I didn't wear shoes because of that?"

"I told you earlier. You're influenced by your base monster."

Though he put it indirectly, his meaning was clear enough.
I wiggled my toes absently and let out a deep sigh.

"Well, don't worry too much. You're only influenced by it, not becoming the monster itself."

"That's still plenty worrying."

Hyun just gave a bitter smile at my response.
As I looked at him for a moment, I noticed he had changed his clothes, and my mood suddenly dropped.

Considering Hyun had visited me at lunch and it was now evening, it wasn't strange that he'd changed clothes.
But... I wondered if he had to change because I scratched his back and made it bleed.

After hesitating for a moment, I carefully opened my mouth.

"...Is your back okay?"

"Huh? Why suddenly?"

"No, your clothes. You changed them, so..."

"Ah, this? Haha, I had to rush to a site today. I needed to change into a suit, but time was tight, so I just ripped off my clothes."

Like this, grabbing both sides of the chest. You know? Riiip!
Hyun mimicked tearing clothes and giggled.

He looked so nonchalant that my heart, which had been churning with worry and guilt, felt a little...
Really, just a tiny bit better.

"That's the only reason I changed. My back is fine, so don't worry."

"I see... Okay."

I nodded and smiled slightly.
Oh, by the way...

"But why are you here?"

"What do you mean why? Am I not allowed to be here?"

"It's not that you're not allowed, just wondering why at this hour."

"I came to see you."

That was a somewhat, no—
A very surprising answer.

If my Kaijuification trigger had been disgust, that one sentence might have pushed me over the threshold.
No, it definitely would have. Actually, it already has.

"Hey, what are you thinking?"

"That you sounded really gay just now?"

"You little... I came because I was worried, and this is how you treat me."

"No, but the way you said it was... ugh, disgusting."

"Huh, saying one thing doesn't make someone gay, you crazy bastard."

Hyun pretended to be angry while saying that, but he laughed, and I laughed along with him.
We bickered back and forth for quite a while until a nurse, who came out because of the commotion, scolded us severely and chased us back to the room.

It was brief, but it felt like we'd gone back to the old days.

Ch.6 - Stability (2)
After arguing with Hyun, I was sent back to my hospital room.
Of course, since I'd been walking around barefoot, Hyun carried me there like a piece of luggage.

My pride as a man was completely shattered.
But with the nurse at the counter glaring at me with fire in her eyes, I couldn't bring myself to say I wanted to walk on my own.

No matter how much my pride was hurt, I didn't want to inconvenience others just to preserve it.
Anyway, once we returned to the room, Hyun sat me down on the bed.

How should I put it...
I felt like a doll that children play with.

"Wait a moment, I'll clean your feet."

"No, what... It's fine, I'll do it myself."

Another man, especially one who's seen everything there is to see about me, cleaning my feet?
Just thinking about it made my stomach churn.

If he really tried to clean them, I might involuntarily kick him.
I glared at Hyun with that thought in mind, but he paid no attention and started pulling out wet wipes.

"It would be better if I did it for you."

Blinking at his words, I looked down at my hands.
Indeed, it would be difficult with these hands.

...Still, I hated it.
Not that a man would clean my feet, but that I couldn't do anything by myself.

"I'll try it alone. Even with these hands... I need to get used to them. Give them to me so I can clean my feet."

So I reached out my hand, saying something I didn't really mean.
Getting used to it? Getting used to these monstrous hands?

...I hate this.
I want to be human.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and give them to me. My feet feel gross."

"...Alright, fine. Here."

Still, I couldn't show weakness, so I wiggled my hand, telling him to hurry up.
Looking at me, Hyun sighed deeply and placed the wet wipes in my hand.

*Let's take this slowly.*

First, I sat cross-legged and pressed my foot against the wet wipe in my palm.
I moved my hand back and forth, rubbing the sole of my foot.

When I removed my foot from my palm, I could see the dirty wet wipe.
Checking my foot, the spaces between my toes were still a bit dirty, but overall it was clean.

"See? I can do it by myself."

"You still need to clean the other foot."

"Ah. W-wait a second."

I tried to carefully pick up a wet wipe with the nails of my other hand.
Fortunately, since the nails interlocked perfectly, the wet wipe didn't tear.

Sighing lightly, I grabbed both ends of the wet wipe with both hands.
Letting go with the hand I first used... and placing the wet wipe on top of that hand...!

"Got it!"

"What do you mean 'got it'? The wet wipe is all folded up."

Hyun's comment about such an unnecessary detail irritated me, and I blurted out what was really bothering me.

"Unlike before, my feet are smaller now, so this size is enough!"

"The dirty side is facing up."

I'd been so focused on moving it that I hadn't noticed, but as Hyun said, the gray, dirty side was facing up.
I could still clean with it like that... but it wouldn't get very clean.

But I didn't want to admit that.
Pouting my lips, I complained.

"...It would still be cleaner than it is now."

"Forget it. I'll do it for you."

Sighing deeply, Hyun said that and cleaned my feet.
Rather than feeling embarrassed, it was so ticklish that I almost kicked him, but I gritted my teeth and endured it.

I opened my mouth to say it was ticklish, but I was afraid I'd lose my composure and end up kicking him, so I held back.

After he finished cleaning my feet, I leaned straight back on the bed.
Hyun pulled up a chair without a backrest and sat beside me.

A very awkward atmosphere flowed between us.
It was our first reunion in 10 years. Both of us had changed so much.

When I was first rescued from the collapsed building, or when I was with the doctor, or when we briefly met outside, I was too disoriented to think about it.
But now, sitting alone together like this, I felt suffocated.

It was strange to feel this way after talking so well outside, but...
It just felt a bit that way.

"...This is awkward."

"We're seeing each other after 10 years. It can't be helped."

Hyun shrugged as he said that.
Unlike me, he didn't seem awkward at all, which irritated me a little.

"You seem comfortable?"

"Do I? That's good. It's better if at least one of us seems comfortable rather than both of us looking uncomfortable."

Hyun giggled as he said that, but I couldn't laugh at his words.
Though he said it indirectly, it meant that Hyun was also uncomfortable in this situation.

...Maybe it was natural.
If we had just known each other was alive and met again after 10 years, we could have laughed about it being a long time.

But that wasn't the case now.

The Hyun I remembered was a dark-skinned guy running around the schoolyard in his uniform.
But now he had a face like my tired uncle, worn down by society. And apparently, this guy was an S-Class Hero.

The me that Hyun remembered... was probably my high school self.
But now...

"You've always been the type to retreat into yourself whenever I say something."

"...I don't."

"Don't pretend. Do you know you were just hanging your head with a super depressed expression as soon as you thought I was uncomfortable?"

"...No I wasn't, my hands are just heavy."

"Stop pretending. It's all over your face."

Blinking at his words, I tried to put my hand to my face, but suddenly everything went dark, and I flinched in surprise.
After calming my startled heart, I saw sharp claws filling my vision and Hyun's hand holding my wrist.

When I turned my head to the side, I saw Hyun looking at me as he gently placed my hand on my knee.
Glaring at me with an angry face, Hyun pressed down on the back of my hand with his and said:

"You almost tore your face open. You know that?"

His expression was like that of a not-so-close uncle getting angry after witnessing a bad prank.
Unconsciously, I mumbled, looking for an excuse.

"Ah... I just..."

"Haah... Right, you're still not used to it."

"Sorry..."

When I apologized without thinking, Hyun smiled and patted the back of my hand.

"Why are you apologizing? I should be the one apologizing, not you. I'm sorry. I was so shocked seeing my friend trying to kill himself with his own hands after finding him after 10 years that I made a mistake."

Hyun's smiling face as he said that looked so bright.
Come to think of it, he was always like that.

He was the kind of guy who would approach me and pat my shoulder before I even realized I was feeling down.
Of course, he was the one who approached others first when they were having a hard time or when something bad happened.

Not only that, he was also the first to notice when something good happened.
People joked that he might be reading minds, he was so sensitive to changes in others.

Even after 10 years, even though he'd aged and his appearance had deteriorated a lot.
Some things still hadn't changed.

"...It really is you, Hyun."

"What? Did you think I was a fake?"

"To be honest... yeah, I thought you were a fake. Your appearance and vibe are completely different."

"Hey, your friend busted his ass for 10 years to save you, and that's what you have to say? That's too much, really too much. I feel so unappreciated, seriously. Sheesh..."

"Pfft... Yeah. Sorry, man."

"You've always had a foul mouth, I'll give you that."

As we talked and laughed for a while, the awkwardness I felt at first had long disappeared.
Hyun, who was laughing and talking nonsense as if we'd gone back to the old days, checked the clock on the wall, sighed with an "Ah," and got up from his seat.

"Are you leaving?"

"I have to. It's almost 9 o'clock."

Watching him gather his things, I opened my mouth and then closed it again.
I thought about jokingly saying, "Why don't you stay the night?" but knowing Hyun, he might actually do it, so I didn't.

And beyond the question of staying or not, I didn't want to let him know I was feeling lonely.
I didn't want to admit I was lonely in the first place.

*I used to sleep fine alone. Why am I suddenly feeling this way...*

I sighed deeply at my restless heart.
Hyun, who was gathering his things, turned to look at me.

"Why the sigh?"

I smiled at how he noticed again like a ghost and shrugged.

"Nothing... just wondering what I'll do from now on."

Did he catch on?
As I swallowed dryly and looked at Hyun, he smiled.

"First, let's focus on getting you discharged, okay?"

"That's right. Once I'm discharged, I can go back to school, get a part-time job, or do whatever."

"...Right."

Hyun made an old man sound, "Eotcha," and slung his bag over his shoulder.
Looking at the clock and staring into the distance as if thinking about something, he eventually nodded and lightly shook my horn.

"I'm going now."

"Ah, stop that!"

I thought about headbutting him and swung my head, but I didn't reach him.
Frowning intensely and glaring at Hyun, he laughed freely and waved his hand as he opened the door to the room.

"Anyway, I'm going, kid. Don't scratch your back with those hands if it itches, you'll tear it up."

At those words, I gave him a big middle finger with my large hand.
Oh, right.

"Hey!"

"What?"

"Turn on the TV before you go."

"...Hey, I'm an S-Class Hero, you know?"

"So what? Hurry up and turn it on."

Hyun looked at me with a blank expression before smiling and coming back into the room to turn on the TV.

"There, happy?"

"Give me the remote."

"How are you going to use it with those hands?"

"Not with my hands, with my feet."

When I raised my leg and wiggled my foot, Hyun covered his face.
Why is he doing that?

"Hey, your underwear is showing."

"Oh shit, what are you looking at, you crazy bastard?"

"You're the one who showed it, you idiot!"

After shouting that, he threw the remote at me and closed the door as he left the room.
Giggling, I moved the remote that had fallen near my feet and blinked as I watched a news interview on TV.

["—With the recent increase in students aspiring to become Heroes, parents are worried—..."]

"Ah."

I forgot to ask when Mom and Dad are coming.

"I'll ask tomorrow when he comes."

Maybe Hyun's mind-dulling but positive thinking had rubbed off on me, because I brushed it off and used my big toe to operate the remote, searching for a variety channel.

...My foot got a cramp.

Ch.7 - Monsterization (1)
Tweet-tweet-tweet
Morning has come.

"Huaaaaaawn..."

I stretched my jaw so wide it almost cramped as I rubbed my eyes and wiped away tears from my shoulders.
After fainting three times yesterday, I ended up staying awake all night.

Thanks to that, I'm practically dying.
I thought about getting some sleep now, but if I did, my sleep schedule would be completely wrecked, so I held back with another long yawn.

I considered watching TV, but I'd been watching it all night, so I wasn't really in the mood.
It would be nice to go for a walk, but I couldn't go out barefoot.

*Maybe I should just go out barefoot...*

As I was thinking about it, I remembered Hyun wiping my feet yesterday and shuddered.
Let's just stay perfectly still. That's probably best.

Just as I was fighting the overwhelming drowsiness while lying in bed.
With the familiar sound of a door sliding open, someone entered the hospital room.

"Oh, you're awake."

By now I'd gotten somewhat used to handling my hands, so I pressed my palms against the bed and raised myself up.
The person who entered was none other than the Doctor who had treated Hyun's back yesterday.

"You're already able to get up by yourself? You're adapting quite quickly."

"Well... after going through kaijuification once, I got used to it pretty quickly."

"Is that so? That's good. Being able to move in some form is better than lying helplessly unable to do anything."

In some form...
Looking down at the Doctor's words, I saw my now somewhat familiar monstrous hands.

...Looking at them like this, they really are monstrous.
I smiled bitterly at the harsh reality.

"Well... this form is basically no different from a monster."

"Yu Sia is not a monster."

Not a monster? Is she trying to comfort me?
As I stared blankly at the Doctor, she flipped through her chart and spoke.

"There are several types of kaiju. First-generation kaiju, commonly called monsters, lack rationality and only cause destruction. Then there are second-generation kaiju who have rationality but could never be mistaken for humans based on appearance. For reference, most kaiju we know are second-generation."

"The former applies to most kaiju, while the latter applies to only a few special individuals. A representative example of the latter would be the centipede kaiju who surrendered about three years ago."

"Centipede kaiju?"

"Yes. Imagine a centipede you might see in the countryside, but sized up to about the height of a basketball player. For your information, his name is Bak Gwang-Cheol."

As I listened to the Doctor, I briefly imagined what this centipede kaiju might look like.
I shuddered at the feeling of my brain being contaminated.

"...Isn't that dangerous?"

"Of course it's dangerous, but Mr. Bak Gwang-Cheol proved his safety himself."

I wonder how he proved it.
Just imagining it gives me goosebumps.

As I looked at the Doctor with a questioning gaze, she added an explanation.

"He helps people and uses his large body to move heavy objects at accident sites."

"Don't people dislike him?"

"Of course they find him creepy. But Mr. Bak Gwang-Cheol says he draws strength from seeing people smile, and he still volunteers today. He's quite popular among insect enthusiasts and volunteer groups."

Wait, how is his name Bak Gwang-Cheol...
...Oh, I guess that makes sense since he's Korean.

"In contrast, Yu Sia could be considered a normal human except for your hands, wings, and horns. People like you are classified separately as Complete Type Kaiju, third-generation kaiju, or kaijin."

"So... I'm not a kaiju but a kaijin?"

"That's right. Yu Sia is closer to human than kaiju."

I looked down at my hands at those words.
I felt a little better.

I wiggled my fingers with a small smile.
The Doctor, who had been flipping through the chart and muttering, nodded and tucked the chart under her arm as she looked at me.

"Yu Sia?"

"Oh, yes."

"How much can you move right now?"

"Um... I haven't tried everything, so I'm not sure, but I did go for a short walk last night."

"A walk?"

Oh, I wasn't supposed to mention that.
I pressed my lips shut as the Doctor frowned slightly at me.

After looking at me for a moment, the Doctor scratched her head with the end of her pen and said:

"Well... I'll let it slide this time since nothing happened, but next time please tell me, your attending physician, or another nurse. An accident could happen."

"Yes."

She's quite flexible.
I breathed a sigh of relief.

"So you can at least walk around."

"Yes, that's right."

"Can you run or make intense movements?"

"I haven't tried, so I don't know."

"You'll get to try this time."

"What?"

So suddenly?
The Doctor smiled as I opened my eyes wide in surprise.

"Yes, we're going to conduct a second kaijuification experiment this afternoon."

"Second..."

If there's a second, doesn't that mean there will be a third and fourth?
More importantly, won't I actually become a kaiju if we keep doing kaijuification?

It's called kaijuification, after all.
As I rolled my eyes in confusion, the Doctor let out an "Ah" of realization.

"I forgot to explain."

"Explain what?"

"Just because you undergo kaijuification doesn't mean your body will transform into a kaiju or your horns will grow longer. There hasn't been a single case like that so far."

Kaijuification doesn't turn you into a monster?
I blinked at the incomprehensible statement.

"Isn't kaijuification, like... getting bigger and transforming into a real monster and stuff?"

"That's a common misunderstanding, but it's not like that at all. Kaijuification is more like... awakening the dormant wildness within you."

"Then isn't there a risk of awakening too much wildness and going berserk?"

"That might happen with first-generation kaiju, but you don't need to worry about that, Yu Sia."

But still, it's an experiment...
I understood it was safe because the Doctor said so, but I still felt uneasy.

I knew I should trust and follow the Doctor's words, but I just felt anxious.
It was because I really didn't know anything.

But I couldn't just tell the Doctor who had explained everything so carefully, "I'm scared so I don't want to do it."
As I fidgeted with my hands, swallowing my anxiety, I finally couldn't hold back and asked:

"...Do I really have to do this kaijuification thing? I can move my hands fine, can't we just skip it?"

"No, we can't. Even if your hands move, it's still awkward, right? And you can't move your wings yet."

"I can move my wings. Like this... here..."

I applied force to a subtle area around my waist, and I could feel my wings twitch slightly.
Isn't that considered movement?

I looked at the Doctor with sparkling eyes, but she firmly shook her head.

"That's nowhere near enough."

"But they moved..."

"Don't worry too much. Think of kaijuification as a form of rehabilitation therapy."

"Rehabilitation therapy?"

"Yes. Think about it. Imagine Yu Sia walking past a cafe and accidentally hitting someone's coffee with your wings because you can't control them, spilling coffee all over someone sitting at an outdoor terrace."

"And that's not all. Your wings would drag along narrow paths too.
You wouldn't even be able to enter small restaurants. Your wings would sweep away all the nearby customers' food."

"Is that really what you want? You'd be spending millions of won on food expenses every month."

"...I'll do it."

When I reluctantly agreed, the Doctor nodded with a satisfied smile.
Right at that moment, the door to the hospital room opened, and a nurse came in with a tray.

"Oh, were you in the middle of an examination?"

"No, we just finished. Give the patient her meal, and let's go get some food ourselves."

"Yes~ Patient, here's your meal~"

Oh, right.
I remembered something I'd forgotten because I was sleepy and called out to the Doctor who was about to leave.

"Excuse me, Doctor."

"Ah, yes. What is it?"

"Can I eat something other than hospital food? Like meat... or something?"

"Um... yes, that's fine. Go ahead."

The Doctor said that and left the room.
Of course, I couldn't return the hospital food that had already been prepared, so breakfast today was hospital food.

...It was absolutely terrible.
I want meat. Meat.

Fresh meat.

* * *

That afternoon.
I followed the Doctor to the hospital basement for the second kaijuification experiment.

Elevators operated by others are really convenient.
The basement B-minus floor we arrived at was truly vast.

"Wow..."

Even though I'd gotten smaller, I had to tilt my head way back to see the ceiling, and people in the distance looked like tiny beans due to how wide the space was.
No joke, it was an enormous size. It would take about five high school auditoriums connected together to match this size.

Moreover, everything from the walls to the ceiling was pure white, and security guards wearing black sunglasses stood at regular intervals, making it feel less like a hospital and more like a mad scientist's laboratory.
At first I was just amazed, but looking again, I felt a bit anxious.

"...Why does the hospital have a place like this?"

"Originally, this hospital was a research facility that studied kaiju emerging from Gates after the Singularity Incident."

"Ah... so that's why this place..."

"Well, now that all the Gates have closed, it functions as a hospital rather than a research facility."

I see.
As I nodded, the Doctor patted my shoulder and said:

"You can use your full strength here. Even decent-sized kaiju couldn't destroy this place."

"R-really?"

"I'm not sure if you'll understand this, but the floor, ceiling, and walls are all made of an ultra-hard alloy created from the carapace of the ultra-massive kaiju Behemoth and tungsten, so it can fully withstand your strength."

The explanation was long so I didn't fully understand, but I know Behemoth is a game monster and tungsten is something I've seen on the periodic table.
I don't remember exactly where, but I just know it because it's famous.

"So you're saying it would be fine even if I scratched it with my nails?"

"Yes. Since you seem to understand well enough, let's begin the experiment. The person who will assist with today's experiment is an S-Class Hero like Choi Hyun, Seo Ha-Young."

At those words, I turned around to see a model-like beauty with long hair standing there.
When our eyes met, the beauty smiled and waved her hand.

"So you're the 'childhood friend' Hyun mentioned? Hehe, cute."

"Ah, yes..."

Something about the way she emphasized "childhood friend" made me feel oddly uncomfortable.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Seo Ha-Young, an 'S-Class Hero' 'just like' Hyun. Childhood friend?"

She extended her hand saying "Shall we shake hands?" and I frowned at the gesture.

"Oh, sorry. My mistake."

The way she chuckled "hehe" made my hand twitch.

"..."

It wasn't just odd—it was downright unpleasant.
What's with this person?

Ch.8 - Monsterization (2)
It's not easy to feel discomfort or similar negative emotions when meeting someone for the first time.
A normally educated person wouldn't be rude from the first encounter.

But I said it wasn't easy to feel negative emotions, not that it was impossible. There are exceptional situations far from ordinary.
Some people can be rude from the very first meeting.

And right now seems to be that situation.
And that person seems to be her.

"...You're quite rude for someone I just met."

My insides were boiling, but I held it in.
Though she was rude, she hadn't openly picked a fight or insulted me.

Above all... she's Hyun's colleague.
Yes, she's what you'd call a friend of a friend.

I don't want to create an awkward situation.
And well, she's just someone I'll see today and never again.

Thinking that, I looked ahead.
Seo Ha-Young merely checked the time on her wristwatch, ignoring my words.

When our eyes met, she finally apologized, clasping her hands together like an Outstagram emoticon.
And even that was an apology that didn't seem like an apology at all.

"Sorry. Was I being too friendly? I'm really sorry~ I tease Hyun like this all the time, so I unconsciously treated you the same way."

What is this, really?
Is she deliberately trying to make me angry?

How did someone like her become an S-Class Hero?
Is heroism purely about ability, with no regard for character?

"I am sorry, but I have a CM shoot after this, so I need to finish quickly. Could you hurry up and transform into a monster? I came because Hyun begged me, but I'm a busy person too, you know?"

"If I could control it at will, we wouldn't be doing these experiments."

"Why can't you? Don't you have trauma or something? Or something that makes you angry when touched?"

Surely everyone has something like that?
How could she not have any...?

"Excuse me. You've been speaking quite offensively."

"How is this offensive? I talk to Hyun exactly the same way, and he just laughs it off."

"...He and I are different."

"Different indeed. Quite a lot?"

Though she pretended to be looking at me while speaking, I could tell from facing her directly.
Her eyes, pretending to meet mine, were actually fixed precisely above my head, at my horns.

"Oh come on, I'm just joking. Don't glare at me like that. Hmm? I'm sorry, I was just curious about what kind of person Hyun spent ten years suffering and struggling so hard to save."

Though she claimed it was a joke, she was still looking at me with contemptuous eyes.
You dare look down on me?

Dare?
A mere human?

"..."

"Wow, look at those fierce eyes. Scary, scary. Are you really Hyun's friend?"

She kept grating on my nerves.
Now she was provoking me so blatantly that I could tell she was deliberately trying to irritate me.

If at first I thought, well, some people are just like that...
Now I was starting to get... seriously angry.

"I came on Hyun's behalf to see who this friend was that he spent ten years struggling to find, but I didn't expect such a scary kid."

"Please don't bring Hyun into this."

"Poor Hyun. After all that suffering to save you, all he gets in return is a huge claw mark that won't even heal."

...Claw mark?
A claw mark, could it be... from that time?

When I scratched his back?
The area under my eyes trembled.

"He can't even change clothes properly because of you. Says his back stings."

"Ah..."

Guilt washed over me.
But that wasn't my fault.

"Still, he says he's happy to see you. Says you're a friend he's meeting after ten years. How could he be angry when a friend he thought was dead has returned? Do you know how frustrated I was then?"

It's not my fault.
I didn't choose to become like this.

"Now I see you really are Hyun's friend. You're just as frustrating."

Why is she doing this to me?
I covered my face with both hands and fell to my knees.

"Augh... ugh... ah..."

Why me.
Why.

* * *

S-Class Hero Seo Ha-Young bit her lip as she watched the small girl writhing with guilt.
What was needed for monsterification was an emotion intense enough to cross the threshold.

The emotion that could cross the threshold fastest was none other than anger.
For that purpose, Ha-Young deliberately spoke harshly and roughly, in a tone that would make anyone watching angry.

"Augh... ugh... ah..."

But...

*Is this really okay...*

She was an S-Class Hero.
A position for the top 0.1% who had to satisfy everything: character, skill, a clean past, accumulated achievements.

She was someone who normally didn't even curse—the worst she'd say was "you dummy."
A person who lived frugally, donating half her salary.

The reason such a person came for Yu Sia's monsterification experiment was truly because of Choi Hyun's request.

—Noona, please! That kid doesn't listen to my scolding at all!
—But Hyun... no matter what, asking me to do something like that... you know I can't say mean things.
—You watch dramas often! That one, what was it? Blooming Under the Moonlight or whatever!

Twitch. Remembering it again made her furrow her brow in indignation.

—Why are dramas suddenly relevant!? Don't tell me you're asking me because you saw a villain female lead in a drama who gets under people's skin!?
—Please, I'm begging you. The only ways I can make her transform are either violence or bringing up her parents.

I absolutely refuse to do that. How could I do such a thing?
...Well, we used to punch each other's arms when we got angry in the old days, but I can't do that now.

—So please, I'm begging you. Among the current S-Class Heroes, you're the only one who can handle her.
—I've already retired... Sigh... Fine. I have no choice.

Remembering it again, she let out a deep sigh.
She really didn't want to do this, but what could she do? He had bowed his head so deeply while asking...

*I'm doing this because Hyun asked, but...*

Finishing her thought, Ha-Young looked up and widened her eyes at the sight of Sia kneeling and suffering.
The problem wasn't that she was kneeling.

Sia was now gripping her own head tightly with her claws.
According to reports, those were hands with sharpness and grip strength that could easily crumple and tear steel frames.

What would happen if such hands gripped a fragile child's head?
In a split second, making her judgment in a fraction of a second, Ha-Young abandoned the bad posture she'd been mimicking from drama villains and rushed toward Sia.

"No!"

Grip!
Ha-Young grabbed Sia's wrists, not too strongly, and lifted them up to prevent the claws from touching Sia's head.

After putting Sia in a hands-up position, Ha-Young immediately examined Sia's head.
Checking if there were any tears from the claws, any wounds that might be bleeding.

With over seven years of experience rescuing citizens, a visual inspection was sufficient for Ha-Young.
And her assessment of Sia's condition was...

Strangely fine.

"Huh?"

After making an uncharacteristically dull sound, she drew in a sharp breath at the eerie feeling that came over her.
Like someone had placed a knife tip against her neck.

That intuition that she could die at any moment.
The most intense and terrifying sensation she'd felt in her 32 years of life.

*I've felt this before.*

It was the feeling she had at humanity's final line of defense, before the Gate was completely closed.
The sensation she felt when a dragon they thought they had captured broke free from its chains in rage.

Ha-Young immediately let go and leaped backward.
Sia was standing on both legs but remained motionless with her arms and head hanging down.

The small girl didn't look dangerous at all, but Ha-Young instinctively knew.
That was merely a dragon crouching to gather strength before it went berserk.

*Bare hands? No. Bare hands won't be enough.*

...I didn't expect to use this in the experiment.
Ha-Young bit her lip and shouted to her Sidekick standing nearby.

"Chae-Ah! Get my weapon out! Now!"

"What!? Suddenly!?"

"Hurry!!"

Though her Sidekick was confused by the sudden situation, she followed orders and took out Ha-Young's weapon.
It was a large shield made from the carapace of a whale-like monster called Behemoth that had emerged from a Gate.

"Director! Here!"

The primary target for monsters is none other than the person holding a weapon.
And right now, the only one holding a weapon was Ha-Young's Sidekick, Chae-Ah.

"Throw it from there! Don't come closer!"

"What?"

At Ha-Young's words, Chae-Ah immediately stopped walking, but it was already too late.
Seeing Sia suddenly raise her head, Ha-Young gritted her teeth and rushed toward Chae-Ah.

"Hold tight!"

"Wha-!?"

Ha-Young gripped the shield firmly with one hand and braced her shoulder against it to prepare for the incoming impact, while wrapping her other arm around Chae-Ah's waist.

*Here it comes...!*

Almost simultaneously, Sia kicked off the ground and lunged forward, striking Ha-Young's shield with her enormous hand.

——!!

A thunderous sound like lightning striking nearby erupted as Ha-Young's body was pushed back significantly.

"Kyaaak!!"

"Kuk...!"

An S-Class Hero is superhuman.
With the right posture, they can block even a collapsing two-story building.

But even such an S-Class Hero was helplessly pushed back by a single arm swing.
And that was from a blow delivered in mid-air, where proper force couldn't even be applied.

*What strength...!*

The fortunate thing was that there was no immediate follow-up attack.
Breathing a sigh of relief, Ha-Young grabbed Chae-Ah by the scruff and threw her far away.

"Chae-Ah! Go get Hyun for me!"

I think this might be a bit much for me alone.
Nodding, Chae-Ah immediately retreated with the security guards and doctors who had been observing the experiment.

Confirming their departure, Ha-Young breathed a sigh of relief.
Her shoulder, which had blocked the blow, was throbbing.

*I'm going to have a serious body ache tomorrow.*

From her long experience, she realized her shoulder was cracked, but she deliberately didn't show it.

"Alright, preparations complete! Come at me, little one. I'll take everything you've got!"

At the sound of her banging the shield, Sia raised her head.
Ha-Young gritted her teeth at the eerily glowing eyes.

"Retiring only to end up doing this... Next time that idiot asks for a favor, I swear..."

With a strained smile, she looked ahead and adjusted her grip on the shield with her other hand.
The dragon, enraged after having its reverse scale touched, charged forward.

Ch.9 - Monsterization (3)
Let me clarify once again.
S-Class Heroes are superhumans.

While they can't make the impossible possible, they're wild cards capable of turning near-hopeless situations around.
Back when Gates were still open, those on the battlefield called them "miracles"—these were the S-Class Heroes.

They're the ones who single-handedly hold back hundreds of enemies or sweep away foes in an instant with overwhelming magical firepower.
Now that all Gates have closed, they're referred to as each nation's living asymmetric warfare assets.

And yet such a superhuman.
Such a figure.

——!! ——!!

Is being pushed back by a child barely larger than an early elementary school student.
And the child isn't even using full strength.

Of course, this was no ordinary child.
The child was a third-generation Monster, a Complete Type Kaiju—one of the rarest beings in the entire world.

"Ugh...!"

Each strike was unbearably heavy.
Had her skills deteriorated since retirement?

No, that wasn't it.
Her "retirement" was only two years ago. She was still very much active.

Had she neglected training since retiring?
No, if she had, she wouldn't have remained in S-Class.

She was a living legend who reached S-Class through sheer grit and effort.
She still occasionally went into the field for direct action.

Yet here she was, helplessly pushed back by attacks that were mere arm swings.
It was absurd. But that child was making the absurd look easy.

"Kid! Big sis is sorry! It was all an act until now, so please go a little easier...!?"

Bang!!

She tried speaking during a brief moment to catch her breath, but Sia simply charged forward and struck Ha-Young's shield again.
Ha-Young felt her shield arm trembling as she clenched her teeth.

She could feel the force behind the shield strikes weakening as time passed.
But this wasn't because the child was tiring or because she was getting stronger.

*She's controlling her strength...*

The child was simply regulating her power.
Adjusting it to a level that Ha-Young could barely block with her shield.

"Big sis is sorry! Okay? Let's make up now!"

Like a predator venting frustration on prey it could kill at any moment.
Like being careful not to break a toy while playing with it.

*This is only her second Kaijuification, how is this even possible...! It makes no sense!*

Her rational mind denied the impossibility of it all.
But a veteran's instinct told her otherwise.

"Urgh!?"

Bang!

"Seriously... what are you made of...!"

After deflecting another attack with her shield, Ha-Young shook her tingling hand and expressed her frustration.
Though she was known for her good nature—to the point of being called a pushover on some internet forums—that didn't mean she had no pride.

*If I switch to offense now and strike first, could I subdue her?*

She readjusted her grip on the shield and tried to build momentum, but soon gave up with a deep sigh.
It wasn't because her pride was hurt at the thought of going all-out against a mere child. Nothing so personal.

Sure, if she pulled out all the stops, she could probably subdue the child somehow.
But it was clear that one of the two of them would get seriously hurt.

"Argh, seriously! Why did I agree to do this!"

This was Choi Hyun's friend, whom she considered like her own little brother.
The childhood friend he'd searched for every day for ten years before finally finding.

She didn't want to hurt her brother's childhood friend under the pretext of "subduing" her and then make excuses that "it couldn't be helped."
In the end, it was just a matter of solving the problem the easy way or the hard way.

*If that's the case, I'd rather suffer a bit more myself...!*

But if she continued responding with just her body and nothing else, she'd clearly be suffering for a while.
Knowing this from long experience, Ha-Young activated her mana and gripped her shield firmly with both hands.

As she fully released the mana she'd been deliberately holding back to avoid provoking her opponent, she felt energy coursing through her body.
Thinking she could finally catch her breath, Ha-Young exhaled briefly and looked at Sia from behind her shield.

Whether on guard or surprised, Sia was staring at Ha-Young with wide eyes.
But despite Sia's expression, Ha-Young remained tense and adjusted her stance.

*That's the face of a cat about to pounce...*

Oh, the life I lead.
As Ha-Young was muttering to herself, Sia lowered her posture dramatically like a real cat and kicked off the ground to charge.

——!!

"What the!?"

*What kind of sound is that from just kicking off the ground!?*

Ha-Young was startled by the sudden noise but instinctively moved her body and tilted her shield to deflect the impact.
Sia, who had shot forward like an arrow, swung her claws toward Ha-Young's shield.

Kagagak!!

"!?"

And Sia's claws left distinct claw marks on Ha-Young's shield.
Ha-Young, who witnessed this scene head-on, was shocked by the impossible power.

*She damaged the Behemoth's armor!?*

Her shield was made from dozens of layers of Behemoth carapace—the most expensive and hardest material humans possessed.
When infused with mana to harden it, even the latest tanks and self-propelled artillery couldn't penetrate Behemoth carapace.

*It usually takes something like America's railgun to even scratch Behemoth carapace, but she did it with her claws!?*

Quickly retreating backward and urgently examining her shield, Ha-Young's eye twitched at the clearly engraved claw marks.
She'd been told the situation was dangerous, but she never dreamed it would be to this extent.

Gulp. Ha-Young swallowed dry saliva in her parched mouth and took a deep breath to regain her composure.
Right. No matter how sharp, it doesn't matter if it doesn't hit me...

*Please... hurry up and get here, Hyun...!*

Of course, she was scared too, so she inwardly pleaded while raising her shield.
Watching Ha-Young, Sia looked at her with an expression of interest.

In Sia's eyes was an intelligence that couldn't be found in the eyes of someone who had undergone Kaijuification.
Though Ha-Young had never participated in Monster experiments, she had more than enough experience facing Monsters to notice immediately.

*What...?*

Has she regained her senses?
Since when? Don't tell me she's been attacking me with full awareness from the start?

Even for Kaijuification, isn't this going too far?
Even if she's Hyun's childhood friend, this is hard to overlook...

As Ha-Young was trying to assess the situation, she suppressed her rising irritation and opened her mouth.

"Sia, was it? Look, even if it was necessary for the Kaijuification, what I said was too harsh. I'll sincerely apologize for that. I'm sorry."

Ha-Young apologized sincerely while looking at Sia.
But there was no response from Sia.

Is she that angry?
She was a bit worried, but resolving the situation took priority.

"But don't you think this prank has gone too far?"

She spoke to clarify the situation.
But even to these words, Sia merely tilted her head.

Just like a real beast.
Ha-Young frowned at Sia's behavior.

"If that's not enough, I'll buy you something delicious later. How about beef? Hm? So let's stop now, okay?"

Something was off.
Ha-Young noticed this oddity when she saw Sia, who had been tilting her head, break into a smile.

*She's smiling...?*

Sia's smile could only be seen as mocking Ha-Young.
But Ha-Young felt something entirely different from that smile, not displeasure.

It didn't feel like a person mocking another person, but like a highly intelligent Monster mocking a human.
No, she had already met such a Monster before, one of the same species.

"...I had my doubts when I first saw the horn shape, but..."

That dragon from the last Gate in Korea, the Final Human Frontier, who deliberately got captured and then broke free from its chains to rampage inside the main base.
That dragon, which caused the most casualties and damage among all Monsters that emerged from the Gates.

"Light Dragon Sigmus...?"

The moment that name escaped her lips, Sia revealed shark-like pointed teeth in a grin.
In that instant, the face of a golden dragon seemed to overlap with Sia's smiling, teeth-baring face.

She almost hallucinated hearing the words that dragon had spoken with a smile, that unforgettable voice.

—You've been deceived, human.

Despite not resembling each other in appearance or even species, the base desire in that smile was identical, making it unmistakable.
Because Ha-Young was someone who had lost her family, friends, and precious colleagues to Sigmus.

"Why...! I thought I'd finally forgotten, but why...!!"

Ha-Young's shield-holding hand trembled.
It wasn't trembling from accumulated damage.

It trembled because she felt wronged and angry, but couldn't take it out on that child, and that frustration was maddening.
That's why her hand was shaking.

"Why have you appeared before me again now!!"

The dragon answered Ha-Young's rage-filled shout by showing flames between its teeth.
Knowing this was the precursor to a Breath attack, Ha-Young tried to suppress her anger and raised her shield.

Flames that had gone beyond red to blue flickered between the teeth, instantly heating up the laboratory.
Despite the considerable distance, Ha-Young lowered her stance and bit her dry lips at the tremendous heat.

Just as the flames were about to shoot from the dragon's mouth.

"Yu Sia!!"

Right on time, Choi Hyun appeared, urgently brought by Chae-Ah.
Hearing that voice, the dragon contorted its face and ground its teeth before turning toward Hyun with a blank expression.

"Hyun...?"

Finally coming to her senses, Sia called Hyun's name with hazy eyes before losing consciousness and collapsing.

Ch.10 - Serious Talk (1)
Yu Sia's second kaijuification experiment ended successfully.
Of course, by "success" it only meant that Sia had successfully undergone kaijuification and stabilized.

Choi Hyun looked down at Sia who was sleeping with raspy breaths, then raised his head to survey his surroundings.
The fight must have been quite intense, as claw marks were scattered across the laboratory walls and floor, and one section of the floor was completely shattered, caved in as if a meteorite had struck it.

Knowing full well that this space was made from Behemoth's carapace, Choi Hyun let out a deep sigh as he looked down at Sia.
As he gazed at Sia with a complicated expression, Ha-Young approached with a patch on her shoulder.

"...Let's talk for a moment."

"Could we do that after moving Sia to the ward first?"

Ha-Young seemed to have a lot to say, biting her lip as she looked down at Choi Hyun before turning away.
If it had been someone else, they would surely have gotten angry and insisted on talking right now.

It was strange that she wasn't angry.
Who wouldn't be angry when faced with the root cause of their family, friends, and colleagues' deaths?

...Of course, even if one isn't directly involved, human emotions aren't always rational.
When you have to bear something alone, you grit your teeth and endure, but the moment you find someone to unload on, you want to pour out everything—that's the weakness of human hearts.

In that sense, Ha-Young turning away without a word was her way of doing her best to compose her emotions.
Knowing this well, Choi Hyun silently expressed his gratitude as he got up.

Fortunately, despite the intense battle, the elevator remained undamaged, so Choi Hyun took it to transport Sia to the Special Ward.
After laying Sia on the bed and covering her with a blanket, Choi Hyun gazed at her for a moment, then sighed and went down to the first floor of the hospital.

"Did you wait long?"

Choi Hyun casually asked as he encountered Ha-Young in the lobby of the first floor.
Normally, she would have smiled and said, "I've been waiting for an hour, buy me a coffee." But this time, she just stared at Choi Hyun without saying anything.

*She must be really angry.*

They say that when someone who rarely gets angry finally does, it's even more frightening.
Choi Hyun swallowed dryly as he approached her.

After quietly observing Choi Hyun, Ha-Young glanced around briefly and then silently turned and walked outside.
Catching that this meant she couldn't talk here and wanted him to follow, Choi Hyun followed her out.

Following her to the parking lot, Choi Hyun saw Ha-Young get into the driver's seat while leaving the passenger door open, so he quietly got in.
As soon as Choi Hyun got in, Ha-Young immediately started the car.

"Um, Noona."

"Later."

At her sharp cutoff, Choi Hyun pressed his lips together.
After that, no words were exchanged between the two.

Without saying where they were going, the car drove along familiar roads and entered the Hero Association headquarters.
Ha-Young parked in an empty spot and immediately got out, with Choi Hyun following suit.

Glancing back, he noticed she had parked carelessly, just making sure the car was within the lines.
Since she normally parked close to pillars or walls to make it easier for others, Choi Hyun swallowed the sigh that was about to escape and followed her.

Upon reaching the Director's Office, Ha-Young operated a panel to close the doors and windows, wrapping the entire room in soundproof walls.
After the perfect sealed room was complete, Ha-Young stood still for a while with both hands on the desk, then turned around with a deep sigh.

"Choi Hyun, did you know?"

Though the question was abrupt without context, Choi Hyun already knew who she was referring to.
After briefly considering where to start, Choi Hyun scratched his head and carefully began.

"That the monster that became Sia's base was Sigmus?"

"Yes!"

Bang!!

As soon as Sigmus's name was mentioned, Ha-Young slammed the desk and shouted.
It was an intense reaction, but not incomprehensible.

Sigmus was a trauma for all heroes present at the scene, a dragon known as the nightmare of Seoul.
The massive scar left by the fire it breathed still remains in the middle of Seoul.

"Don't you know how dangerous Sigmus is? Don't you know why that monster is called the Berserk Dragon!?"

"...I do know."

The reason Sigmus was named the Berserk Dragon wasn't during its life but after its death.
Heroes' weapons are typically made from Gate monsters, and this applied to Sigmus as well.

Naturally, stronger monsters produce stronger weapons.
Despite the indelible wounds it left, people couldn't simply discard it, so they created various weapons from Sigmus's body.

Armor from its carapace, spears from its horns, sickles from its claws, hammers from its bones, and staffs from its heart and eyes.
And these weapons possessed truly unbelievable power.

It was said that closing all the Gates was possible thanks to the weapons made from Sigmus.
But that was short-lived. Those who used weapons made from Sigmus began to show abnormalities.

The first to show strange symptoms were the twin mages who owned the two staffs made from its heart and eyes.
They received a Grade X, Classification Failure in the regular psychological evaluations that heroes undergo.

—"In my head, I keep hearing voices in my head... Voices telling me to open the door...! Even now, I can still hear them!!"
—"Let go! I'm fine! Where's my staff! Give it back!! Give it back!!"

The two suffered from hallucinations and auditory hallucinations, and couldn't control even minor emotions, feeling extreme anxiety without their staffs.
Recognizing the seriousness of the situation, the Association immediately confiscated the weapons made from Sigmus from the two.

Just when they thought they could breathe a sigh of relief...
An incident occurred.

The older twin mage, Cha Eun-Young, was found dead in her home.
The cause of death was suicide.

—"What!? Suicide!?"

The Association quickly dispatched personnel to understand the details of the incident.
After investigation, this is what they found:

Despite visiting a psychiatric hospital and taking medication after surrendering her staff, Cha Eun-Young continued to suffer from auditory hallucinations. Eventually, unable to bear it, she cut off her own ears with a knife and dug out her eardrums, dying from excessive bleeding.
The Association President at the time immediately dispatched heroes to protect those who possessed weapons made from Sigmus.

But it was already far too late.
The younger twin mage, unable to contain her anger, drove her car onto sidewalks, causing numerous casualties.

The person with the armor jumped into a fire pit, committing suicide.
The person with the spear committed random murders, continuously creating casualties.

Those with other weapons also caused serious incidents.
Following these events, all weapons made from Sigmus were collected and strictly sealed in the underground of the Hero Association.

And Sigmus earned the nickname "Berserk Dragon" (狂龍).

"Just the lingering resentment in the weapons drove people insane and caused that disaster. Not ordinary people, but A to S-Class Heroes went mad like that!! And now what!? A monster created with the Berserk Dragon as its base!?"

"Noona."

"No. This can't be. No matter how precious your childhood friend is to you, this absolutely cannot happen."

"Listen to me, Noona! Sia is fine!"

Snap. Ha-Young felt something break in her mind.

"Wake up, Choi Hyun!!"

Crash!!!

Ha-Young smashed the desk completely with her fist and glared at Choi Hyun with wide eyes.
Her tremendous aura made Choi Hyun flinch involuntarily.

"You're an S-Class Hero!! Don't you know you should prioritize the greater good over your personal feelings!? Fine, you say? Who!? Didn't you see her kaijuify today!? If she goes on a rampage outside, it will be a catastrophe!! The number of casualties, the extent of damage—it's immeasurable!!"

Breathing heavily to calm herself, Ha-Young brushed up her bangs and picked up a water bottle from the floor, gulping it down.
After exhaling sharply, she collapsed into a chair and rubbed her forehead.

"...I'm sorry for shouting. I'm a bit distressed right now, so I raised my voice without realizing it."

"...No, it's also my fault for not saying anything."

Sighing deeply, she lowered her hand and looked directly into Choi Hyun's eyes.

"Hyun. This isn't me trying to gaslight you, nor am I putting my personal feelings first to harm that child. Please understand that first."

"Yes."

"If you really care about that child, your childhood friend Sia."

I'll give you sincere advice.
It would be better for her to die than to live.

Ch.11 - Serious Talk (2)
Stories about death are never something to be taken lightly.
Of course, before the Gates opened, death was merely a crude joke that anyone could easily speak of.

But after the Singularity Incident, when death began to approach like the wind and walk alongside us, stories about death became something no one could speak of carelessly.

Since that day, death has become an indelible wound for some, an unforgettable trauma for others.

That's why people are always careful when bringing up stories about death.
Because stories about death are also an indelible wound for the person telling them.

Ha-Young, who knew this better than anyone, had said such a thing.
That it would be better to die—a statement so cruel and cutting.

Because Ha-Young knew how cruel those words were, she sighed with a face full of guilt.
A heavier atmosphere than ever before settled in the room.

After continuing in silence for a while, Ha-Young rubbed her brow and opened her firmly closed mouth.

"I know I shouldn't say this carelessly. But you know too. How dangerous the Light Dragon is."

"...I know."

How could he not know? How could he forget?
Choi Hyun himself was a victim who had lost his family and friends to that Light Dragon.

Ha-Young, knowing this fact well, didn't press the point further.
With a deep sigh, Ha-Young looked at Choi Hyun and said:

"That child is dangerous. The power she possesses is dangerous, but what's truly dangerous is that we don't know when she might explode."

"...That's what the second kaijuification experiment was for. If we go through third and fourth phases, we can figure out her emotional threshold and minimize the risk."

"I wondered why kaijuification experiments that usually end at phase one suddenly continued to phases two and three. So that was the reason."

"As you said, Sia is dangerous."

Choi Hyun said this with a bitter smile, lowering his eyes.
Ha-Young closed her mouth at the sight of him.

How painful it must be to call a friend you've searched for over ten years a dangerous element.
He wanted to sigh from his complicated feelings, but his throat was too tight to even let out a sigh.

Ha-Young, knowing Choi Hyun's past, couldn't continue speaking either.
After a long silence, Ha-Young was the first to speak again.

"I'm glad you're not just blindly protecting your friend."

"It's because she's my friend that I'm not blindly protecting her. That's why I'm looking for a more definitive solution."

"Solution... you say."

"Yes. If we know exactly what threshold triggers Sia's kaijuification, the risk will be greatly reduced."

Ha-Young, who had been quietly listening to Choi Hyun, spoke as if gently admonishing him.

"Hyun. You know too. The real problem isn't the kaijuification."

"..."

At those words, Choi Hyun couldn't say anything.
Ha-Young had precisely pointed out what Choi Hyun had been deliberately ignoring.

"Sure, if Sia was a Kaijin created based on some other monster, we could overlook it. No, it wouldn't have been an issue in the first place. It wouldn't even be something we could consider a problem."

Unlike some countries that implement extreme policies of mandatory execution or immediate termination for monsters...
Korea has chosen coexistence, accepting people who have become monsters as part of its citizens.

Therefore, unlike in some countries, "monsters with reason and intellect" are not a problem in Korea.
The only issue they consider is crime committed after kaijuification.

"But this case is different."

This case isn't about whether she's a monster or not.
The problem was "which" monster she was based on.

"Just weapons made with Sigmus drove people insane. Do you really think a Kaijin created based on Sigmus could possibly be normal?"

"..."

"Even the A-Class Hero with the least experience among the victims had six years of service as a veteran of veterans. Even veterans who had been through everything couldn't withstand it and went insane."

Ha-Young, her throat burning, gulped down water and pressed the bottle against her forehead, which was heating up.

"If she's just regained her senses after being missing for ten years, she's probably around a high school sophomore... Can a mere high school student withstand the Light Dragon's mental influence that even veterans with six years of experience couldn't overcome?"

I'm not trying to belittle your friend, but think about it logically.
Do you honestly believe that child can withstand it?

Ha-Young shook her head.

"I don't think so."

"...We won't know unless we try."

After a long silence, Choi Hyun's single statement made Ha-Young clench her teeth and crush the water bottle she was holding.
If it had been simply childish petulance, she would have gotten angry, but knowing how much Choi Hyun had suffered, Ha-Young tried to hold back and met his eyes.

"Hyun. I know how much you've struggled. But wrong is wrong."

"But..."

"Choi Hyun. Whether you're okay with it or not doesn't matter. What matters is whether Sia is okay."

At those words, Choi Hyun could only fall silent again.
Seeing him like this, Ha-Young couldn't hide her complicated feelings.

"Don't say things like 'she'll be fine' or 'Sia can do it.' That's not understanding—it's just being selfish."

"I... I know that well."

"If people find out about Sia's identity, she won't be able to live like a normal person anymore."

She'll go through such torment that she might think it would be better to die.
People who suffered from the Light Dragon will blindly curse Sia, and they'll curse you for protecting her.

"But it's not Sia's fault."

"When have people ever considered whether someone is truly at fault before cursing them?"

"...Never."

"People just need someone to attack. They just need someone to dump all the rotting pain filling them up."

Even I, for a moment, was swept up in emotion and that child...
Trailing off, Ha-Young lowered her eyes and sighed again, looking at Choi Hyun.

"That child will be cursed for something that isn't her fault. She'll be despised and discriminated against. And the same will happen to you."

Even a Hero can't ignore public opinion.
Choi Hyun, who knew this better than anyone after rising to the position of S-Class Hero, looked at Ha-Young and said:

"Issues can be covered up with bigger issues, right?"

"Are you using bad adult methods here?"

"If it's to protect Sia, I have to use whatever methods I can."

As Choi Hyun said this, his eyes were trembling endlessly.
Ha-Young, silently looking into those eyes, averted her gaze with a heavy heart and said:

"Well, you're not wrong. But Hyun, is there still a bigger issue than the biological descendant of the active Light Dragon appearing?"

"..."

"There isn't, Hyun. Maybe in other countries that weren't affected by Sigmus, it might be possible somehow. But at least in Korea, it's impossible."

Because the damage Sigmus left was that great.

Ha-Young gritted her teeth and presented the cruel reality to Choi Hyun despite his suffering.
She had no choice but to do so.

*It's truly a shame for Sia, that child, but...*

For Ha-Young, a colleague she had worked with for nearly ten years was more precious than a child she had never even seen.

If she couldn't protect both sides,
It was better to at least protect one.

"Can Sia resist the Light Dragon's mental influence while enduring all of that?"

At those words, Choi Hyun bit his lip hard.
Hard enough to split it and draw blood.

Seeing his desperate expression, Ha-Young got up and wiped the blood from Choi Hyun's lips.
Choi Hyun gently grabbed Ha-Young's wrist and pushed it away.

"...It might be hard to accept right now."

"...I think it will be hard to accept in the future too."

"I'm sorry."

It couldn't be helped. I'm saying this for your sake. She didn't say such things.
In this situation, anything she said would just be hypocrisy to remove her guilt.

So Ha-Young quietly withdrew.
Choi Hyun, who had been silently hanging his head, slowly raised it.

"Just Sia."

"Huh?"

"It's just Sia who needs to be okay, right?"

Feeling uneasy about the direction of the conversation, Ha-Young frowned and looked at Choi Hyun.
Fortunately or unfortunately, Choi Hyun's expression wasn't that of a traitor but of a hero filled with firm resolve.

"What are you planning to do?"

"Nothing special. I just... plan to talk seriously with Sia. About everything."

"...Even about her parents?"

"...Yes."

It was a cruel story.
Because it was such a pure goodwill, it was all the more cruel.

"Sia isn't a Hero like us."

Ha-Young didn't want to say that Sia was a monster.
Saying that Sia wasn't a Hero was purely out of concern for her.

A Hero is someone who rises above adversity. Someone who can stand again even after being broken.
But Sia is still just a high school student. She won't be able to endure. That was the meaning behind her words.

"I won't let her endure alone. I'll support her from the side."

"Then what about public opinion? People's gazes?"

"I'll take it all for her. Until someday people realize that Sia is just a normal person too."

No matter if it takes months or years.

"...You know that's a very selfish thought, right? Sia's wishes aren't considered at all."

"I know. But for a friend who's like my only remaining family, I can be as selfish as needed."

I've been an altruistic person until now, so cut me some slack.
Seeing Choi Hyun speak like this, Ha-Young felt a tightness at the back of her neck and grabbed it.

"Even if that child resents you?"

"If Sia can live by resenting me, that's a profitable deal."

Because if she dies, that's the end.
As Choi Hyun said this with a smile, Ha-Young could feel his resolute determination.

Ch.12 - Serious Talk (3)
I felt like I was submerged in deep water.
I think I've had a similar feeling before...

*When was that...?*

Ah, right.
It must have been during my first year of middle school on that field trip.

When we all went to the East Sea, I was so excited that I jumped into the ocean without warming up and got a cramp.
It felt similar to that brief moment when I lost consciousness while struggling in the water.

When I came to my senses, my body was sinking deeper, the surface growing distant, and I couldn't move a finger...
It was terrifying yet strangely languid at the same time.

*I really thought I was going to die then...*

But somehow I survived.
I remember Hyun saved me back then.

...To be honest, I don't remember clearly because I swallowed too much water and was disoriented, but it's probably right.
There weren't any adults around at the time, Hyun was the only one next to me, and after I regained consciousness, we both got scolded severely by the teacher.

Why am I remembering that now?
With that sudden thought, I slowly opened my eyes.

But even with my eyes open, all I could see was endless darkness, without even a glimpse of light filtering through the surface.

Why am I here?
I was definitely, definitely...

*I can't remember...*

I could remember most other things clearly, but strangely, I couldn't recall the most recent events.
I tried hard to remember, but it was useless. No matter how much I furrowed my brow, my mind remained a blank slate.

It felt like looking at an exam for a subject I hadn't studied at all.
I feel like I should know, but I don't. I don't even know what I don't know. Just that feeling of mindlessly reading floating words.

A chill ran down my spine and I suddenly felt afraid.
What if I couldn't open my eyes again? That vague fear pulled me down.

[....]

At that moment, something enormous opened its eyes beyond the darkness.
The vertically slit pupils and eyes that shone clearly even in the darkness...

They resembled "me."

Just as my breath caught and I gasped for air,
I felt like I was being forcibly pulled up from the water, and then I lost consciousness.

* * *

...A familiar ceiling.
As I blinked blankly while looking up at the hospital room ceiling, I turned my head toward the presence I felt beside me.

There was Hyun, sitting in a chair watching TV.
When did he get here? More importantly, what happened with the kaijuification experiment?

I had mountains of questions, but my throat felt strangely dry, and no voice came out.
Only after swallowing a few times did my throat loosen enough to call out to him.

"Hyun...?"

"...Oh, what? When did you wake up?"

That's what I want to ask. When did you get here?
Since my voice still wouldn't come out for the same reason as before, I cleared my throat with a fake cough, and then something cold touched my cheek.

I flinched and curled up, and Hyun chuckled as he shook a canned drink.
It was a can of blue-ade, my favorite.

"Thirsty? I'll open it for you, just wait a moment."

With a click, Hyun opened the can, put a straw in it, and handed it to me.
Worried the can might get crushed, I carefully took it with both hands and sipped the drink through the straw.

It felt like I'd really become a little child, but what could I do?
...With hands like these, I couldn't even hold a can properly.

When I heard the slurping sound, I came to my senses, removed the straw from my mouth, and crushed the can.
With a crumpling sound, the crushed can had amazingly become a perfect sphere.

"...Wow."

Hearing Hyun's exclamation of admiration, I blinked and threw the can I was holding to him.
As Hyun caught the can lightly, I smiled playfully.

"It's easy to crush cans now."

"...Looks that way."

After watching Hyun smirk for a moment, I turned to face him directly.
Looking at Hyun as he raised his eyebrows as if asking what was wrong, I frowned.

"Something's up with you."

"Huh? No?"

"Bullshit."

Seeing him pretend not to understand, I immediately cursed at him.
Though he frowned as if upset at being suddenly cursed at, that was all, and he didn't say anything.

"See? Something is wrong."

"I told you, nothing's wrong."

"You think your ball-buddy of 18 years wouldn't notice? What's going on?"

"...You don't have balls anymore."

"...Have you really lost your mind? Hey, want to make tomorrow's front page news? I'll rip yours off too."

"Isn't it tearing rather than ripping?"

"A guy pushing thirty picking fights over stupid things!? You want me to tear them for real!?"

"You only bring up age when it suits you!? Hey! If that's the case, stop talking informally to me and use honorifics!!"

"Nope~ I'll never use honorifics with an old bachelor who doesn't act his age~"

We were shouting at each other until a nurse came in with an angry expression and 'kindly' asked us to be quiet.
Still, the atmosphere was much better than before, and as we glared at each other, we burst into laughter.

"Hey, did you seriously think I wouldn't know?"

"No, what makes you say that?"

"You keep spacing out. I can tell just by looking at your face."

"I just have some things to think about."

"A guy who normally lives without thinking suddenly having things to think about is already a sign that something's wrong."

Having hit the nail on the head, he looked at me with an expression that suggested he had a lot to say but was at a loss for words.
What, why are you looking at me like that? Got something to say?

As I stared at him intently with that expression, Hyun sighed deeply as if the ground would cave in and scratched his head.

"I really can't hide anything from you."

"If you know that, just tell me instead of being stubborn for no reason."

"...You have to admit your mouth is harsh."

He showed me his large middle finger and leaned back.
He supported himself with his wings so he wouldn't fall.

"So what's going on?"

After hesitating for a while, Hyun looked at me with a serious expression.
From that expression he only makes when talking about truly serious matters, I could predict what he was about to say.

"This is really serious."

"...Right?"

Surprised that we spoke at the same time, Hyun blinked before nodding.
I was a bit worried about what he might say, but in my mind, I already had some idea of the answer.

"What is it?"

"Sia, it's about your parents."

As expected, the answer I anticipated came out exactly.
Feeling conflicted, I mumbled before sighing deeply and said:

"...They're gone, aren't they?"

"...You knew?"

"Vaguely."

The first time I noticed something was strange was when I woke up in the hospital.
What parents wouldn't visit their child lying in a hospital? None, right?

Unless the relationship with my parents was terribly bad, which it absolutely wasn't. They might scold me for not studying, but our relationship was never bad.
That's when I first felt something was off.

The next time was when I heard that ten years had passed.
Ten years. That's really a long time.

Even if nothing happened and time just passed, it would be a boringly long time, but ten years after a bizarre incident like the Singularity—how chaotic must it have been?
That's when I first suspected my parents might not be alive.

And that night when I was watching TV alone.
Watching a program called "A Hero's Life" featuring Hyun, I became certain.

[Is there a reason you donate 70 percent of your monthly salary to orphanages?]
—I know the pain of losing parents too well. Knowing how hard it is, I just couldn't ignore it.

[But isn't 70 percent of your salary too much?]
—It's not like the money has any meaning just sitting with me, and how could I spend all that money by myself? I'd rather help children who bear the same pain as me.

Seeing him smiling brightly while revealing his own pain, I cried endlessly.
Until the night passed and the sun rose.

Because our house was right next door to Hyun's.
If something bad had happened to Hyun's parents, the same must have happened to mine.

"That's how I found out."

"...Were you okay?"

No, not at all.

The moment I heard the news, it felt like my heart was rotting away.
When I vaguely realized the truth, it felt like my chest was being torn to shreds.

I felt like I was going crazy.
It was already painful and unfair that I had become a monster, and I couldn't understand how ten years had passed.

And now my parents were gone too.
How could I accept that? How could I be okay?

But no matter how much I denied it, there was nothing I could find out right away.
So I decided not to accept it.

I decided to believe that my parents were still alive.
Only then did I calm down a little.

"How could I be okay? Just... right now, I'm too overwhelmed with my own situation to think about it."

And how could I believe that my parents died when I just woke up after ten years?
I shook my head with a bitter smile.

"I just can't accept it."

"...I see."

The atmosphere that had been fine just moments ago suddenly sank.
Scratching my itchy forehead with the back of my hand, I put both hands between my legs and said:

"So, there's more besides that, right?"

"...Quite a bit."

"Okay. Tell me everything."

"Are you sure you're okay?"

"Just because I'm not okay doesn't mean the story doesn't exist."

So tell me.
Just, all of it now.

After keeping his mouth shut for a while, Hyun nodded and began to tell me the serious story.
Everything from what I vaguely sensed to facts I knew nothing about.

Ch.13 - Serious Talk (4)
Where should I begin this story?
Hyun started his long tale with such a cliché phrase.

"You know roughly how monsters are treated, right?"

"People fear them, and just seeing one makes them scream and run away."

"Yeah, reality isn't much different from movies or comics. People scream at the sight of them and scramble to escape."

"...Because they're dangerous."

Hyun nodded at my words.

"That's right. And 'dangerous' has many meanings. Being ferocious, having the power to kill people—that's why people are so busy running away."

"Seems like monsters get treated like monsters."

I spoke self-deprecatingly to lighten the mood a bit. Hyun looked at me for a moment before giving a bitter smile.
I forced a smile in return as the atmosphere eased slightly.

"After word spread that all monsters appearing since the Gates closed were artificial ones created by villain organizations like Harmageddon, things got somewhat better. But among people, they're still treated as dangerous elements."

"I expected that much. It's because of Kaijuification, right?"

"...That's right. As you've experienced, when you undergo Kaijuification, you either partially or completely lose your rationality."

"Like a ticking time bomb that could explode anytime."

Just as I thought. My mouth turned bitter, and I fidgeted with my lips.
But Hyun shook his head, saying I was wrong.

"It is dangerous. But it's not a ticking time bomb. If you control your emotions well, Kaijuification isn't a problem at all."

"But people who can't do that are considered dangerous, right?"

"That's true. But that only applies to an extremely small number of people."

Extremely small?
As I tilted my head in confusion, Hyun continued his explanation.

"People who have difficulty controlling their emotions. The kind who would stab someone with a knife just because they bumped shoulders on the street."

"Ah."

"Kaijuification sounds easy, but it's actually difficult to achieve. It's quite hard for a single emotion to reach the threshold."

Hyun's words reminded me of today's second Kaijuification experiment.
...Indeed. It would be difficult to meet someone that unlucky in life.

I nodded lightly, but suddenly felt sorry for Hyun.
Heroes must have it tough too. Having to work with such people...

As I shook my head, Hyun looked at me curiously before continuing.

"Anyway, even though treatment of people who've become monsters has improved, many still view them negatively."

"Is it because of Kaijuification, or something else?"

"There are various reasons. Some dislike them for being different from normal humans, some dislike them for their appearance..."

"Just the usual reasons people dislike others, I guess."

People don't need significant reasons to dislike others.
In a world where people dislike others for no reason and then make up reasons afterward, how much worse would it be for someone who's become a monster?

Wasn't there something similar in elementary school?
Friends who played with me just yesterday suddenly keeping their distance.

I was confused but happy when those friends suddenly approached me again weeks later.
Only then did I realize when I saw someone else being bullied instead.

—It's their turn now?
—I don't know, they just said not to play with them.
—I don't like them.
—Just because? Isn't it fun?

Recalling those times of bullying filled with pure malice for no discernible reason, I let out a deep sigh.

"And there's another group. People who've suffered greatly at the hands of monsters."

"...Mm."

There's a saying about being startled by a pot lid after being scared by a turtle.
From the perspective of someone harmed by monsters, there's probably no difference between monsters and humans who've become monsters.

I nodded, understanding this perfectly reasonable point.
Hyun looked at me and sighed deeply.

"Why the sudden sigh?"

"...Among people who've become monsters, some are based on monsters that have caused great harm to people."

Hyun didn't finish his sentence, leaving it ambiguous, but it was enough for me to understand.
I could tell what he was trying to say with all his previous explanations.

When it's this obvious, it would be stranger not to know.
I'm not stupid.

"You mean that's me."

"..."

At my response, Hyun couldn't answer and just nodded.
Seeing him like that, I could only smile bitterly.

"Hey, do you remember what you used to say often?"

"...What did I say?"

I thought he might not remember his own words, but then realized my question was too vague.
Of course he wouldn't know. So I repeated exactly what Hyun used to say.

"It'll work out somehow. It's not like we're going to die, right?"

"...Ah."

His eyes widened as if he finally remembered.
So he hadn't completely forgotten.

"In middle school, during that field trip when I fell into the sea. That's what you said before we got scolded by the teacher after you rescued me."

—Sorry... You're getting scolded because of me.
—Why are you apologizing for something so trivial? Forget it. It'll work out somehow. It's not like we're going to die, right?

Hyun asked with a peculiar expression.

"You still remember that?"

"Of course. You said the same thing to the teacher and got extra punishment. How could I forget?"

—Choi Hyun! Even if your friend falls into the sea, what kind of child recklessly jumps in like that?
—It worked out somehow, didn't it? Neither Sia nor I died, so it's fine!

I chuckled at the memory, and Hyun smiled bitterly.

"It's been over 14 years, so I'm surprised you still remember."

"It might be over 10 years for you, but for me, it's only been 4 years."

"Ah, that's right."

We both smiled bitterly at this unnecessarily clear time discrepancy.
The atmosphere became a bit awkward, and silence fell between us.

After keeping quiet for a while, Hyun was the first to speak again.

"It's going to be really tough. The monster you're based on really... really caused tremendous damage. Most people who figure out your identity will... view you negatively. Especially more than other monsters."

"Even if you say that, not much has changed for me yet, so I don't really understand."

"I'm not joking. It's really going to get difficult."

I found it strange that Hyun kept saying things would get difficult.
I wondered what unspeakable circumstances made him only say it would be difficult without giving detailed explanations.

"Just how dangerous was this monster for you to be like this?"

Hyun took a breath as if to say something, but only sighed without speaking.
His serious expression made me fidget nervously.

"...Is it that serious?"

Again, after hesitating, Hyun nodded instead of answering.
At his response, I stared blankly at my hands.

Just how serious was the damage for him to react like this?
If I knew something, it might be different, but knowing nothing made me more puzzled than scared or anxious.

"It single-handedly destroyed 64 percent of Seoul."

After a long pause, Hyun finally spoke with a sigh.
The words that poured out were closer to reciting information than explaining to me.

But I thought that was better.
The figures he mentioned were so absurd that if I tried to understand each one, I might lose my mind.

"No survivors. For six years after that incident, Seoul completely ceased to function."

"...What?"

I blinked at this incomprehensible, unbelievable story.
If he had said how many people died or how many buildings were destroyed, I would have taken it seriously.

But the scale itself was so absurd that I couldn't even react properly.

Not at the neighborhood level, not at the district level, but at the city level?

"You're... joking, right?"

"Starting from Gangdong-Gu, the farthest from the Gate, to Dongjak-Gu. A total of 16 districts in the east were completely destroyed."

The amount of information was overwhelming.
No, it wasn't that much. It was just too much for me to process.

Sixteen districts in the east, he said.
Sixteen.

"Casualties exceeded 5.5 million. The perpetrator of the Giman Catastrophe, the worst disaster in Korean history."

Berserk Dragon Sigmus.

"That's... the monster you're based on."

How was I supposed to react to this?
The scale was so absurd that I could only laugh nervously.

"Huh, no... uh? Ha... no way...?"

"...I know it's hard to accept. But it was something you needed to know."

Something I needed to know?
What did I need to know? That I'm a mass murderer who killed hundreds of thousands?

Or that I was a catastrophe that nearly ruined Korea?
...No, that's not right. It wasn't me.

That's right.
I'm...

"I'm... not that..."

"That's right. It's not your fault. You didn't do it. None of it is your fault."

Hyun said that, but nothing registered.
As I blinked blankly, a chilling sensation made me shudder.

"Hey..."

"Yeah?"

"...Was Seocho-Gu... included in that?"

At my question, asked while struggling to breathe, Hyun bit his lip and nodded.
It felt like lightning had struck my head.

My heart raced madly.
I wanted to say something, but when I opened my mouth, I forgot what I wanted to say.

Too many words tried to come out at once, getting stuck in my throat and choking me.
I tried to force myself to breathe, but my body wouldn't listen.

I covered my mouth with one hand.
It felt like alligator skin.

The hand of a completely different creature, not human, felt so alien.
The dissonance of it moving like my hand while not being my hand made my head spin.

I couldn't accept that this hand, this body, was the body of the monster that killed my mother and father.
I felt dizzy. Just, incredibly dizzy.

It'll work out somehow? We won't die?
...I'd rather die.

"Uweeeeek!!"

In the end, I vomited everything I had eaten onto my knees.
As my body lurched forward and the floor suddenly came closer, I lost consciousness.

Ch.14 - Despair (1)
When I came to my senses, there was no one by my side.
Only silence remained in the empty hospital room.

Resentment?
I didn't even have the energy for that. I just... didn't want to do anything.

Resentment, anger—everything felt meaningless.
Lying dazed, staring at the ceiling, endless depression and lethargy would come crashing down, crushing me.

Then, like a squeezed sponge, tears would flow out, wetting the corners of my eyes.
After crying alone for a while, I would quietly fall asleep as if taking my last breath.

When I opened my eyes again, the Doctor was there.
As usual, holding a chart, she began asking questions as soon as I woke up.

Is anything difficult lately, any special symptoms, feeling depressed or lethargic...?
I answered each question as they came pouring from the Doctor.

Nothing particularly difficult, the situation itself seems special in a bad way, I feel a bit depressed and lethargic.
Of course... I was just giving obligatory answers, not having been given time to reflect on my feelings.

The Doctor nodded at my answers, writing something down on the chart.
As I stared blankly at her, she clicked her pen closed and said to me:

"It seems like early-stage depression. It's common for people who've become Kaiju. For now... we need to understand your condition better, so we'll need to run some tests."

"Tests...?"

"Yes. Don't worry, nothing like drawing blood."

Just wait a moment.
Saying that, the Doctor left the room and returned with about five sheets of paper.

"It's a questionnaire with 30 items per side, printed double-sided. 300 questions total. A Nurse will come help you soon. And... let's see... we'll schedule your next appointment after reviewing the results. For the next few days, take the medication I've prescribed and rest well. We'll postpone the Kaijuification experiments during that time."

"...Okay."

"Eat well, sleep well—just doing these things will help you feel much better. Don't forget to take your prescribed medication."

Rest well.
With that one-sided announcement, the Doctor left the room.

I understand she's busy, but I felt rushed too.
More than that, psychiatric medication...?

"I'm... perfectly fine..."

Am I fine...?
I'm not sure.

Blinking, looking down at my hands, I bit my lip and looked up at the ceiling as a sudden wave of nausea hit me.
Afraid I might fall if I looked down, I just stared blankly at the ceiling.

After staring at the ceiling for a while, a Nurse came in.
Seeing the familiar face of the Nurse who brought meals made me feel a little more at ease.

"Were you lying down?"

"Ah, yes... I'm a bit tired."

That's a lie. I'm not tired at all.
I just said I was tired because I had nothing else to say.

"Still, lying down all the time can make you feel more lethargic. Should we try working on the questionnaire the doctor gave you?"

Despite my lie, the Nurse smiled kindly and gently placed her hand behind my neck to help me sit up.
I could have gotten up by myself, but her kindness was so warm that I unconsciously acted childish.

I hated myself for acting childish at high school age.
But... there was a part of me that couldn't help but lean on that kindness.

"Now, since you can read, read the questions carefully and tell me which number, and I'll mark it for you."

Instead of answering, I nodded, and spent two hours completing the questionnaire.
All I learned in those two long hours was my own helplessness—unable to hold even a pencil or pen.

My thoughts kept sinking into dark places.
Abnormally so.

I thought I wasn't usually this kind of person, but reality contradicted my self-perception.
That made me even more depressed.

"Good job. I'll give this to the doctor and then bring your food. Wait here, okay?"

"Um..."

Should I call her Nurse...?
It would be weird to call her Noona.

Unable to decide, I mumbled, ultimately failing to address her.
But the Nurse looked at me and asked what was wrong.

"Hmm? What is it?"

"I want... to take a walk."

I asked because I thought walking outside might improve my mood.
But the Nurse sighed with a troubled expression at my request.

"Umm... I'm really sorry. Yu Sia, you can't go outside alone right now. And I can't go with you because of work."

"Ah..."

Why can't I go out alone?
Because of these hands? Or the horns? The wings?

...Any of those could be the right answer, and that made me feel worse.
Still, I couldn't show my feelings to someone who was apologizing for something that wasn't her fault, so I forced myself to nod.

"I'm sorry. When your guardian comes, ask them to take you for a walk."

Guardian.
At that word from the Nurse's lips, I couldn't respond and just nodded.

The Nurse left the room, and alone again, I slowly got up from the bed and stepped down.
The cold marble floor against my feet felt strangely calming.

I trudged to the window and stared blankly at the scenery outside.
The world looked so beautiful.

Spring had arrived while I wasn't paying attention, adorning the bare trees with tender buds, lightening the burdens on people's backs as they prepared to start a new year.
An old man in a patient gown, pulling an IV stand, smiled contentedly at the blooming tree buds.

A child with bandages wrapped around their arm was laughing brightly, talking with their mother who pushed the wheelchair.
A limping boy, perhaps with a broken leg, was surrounded by friends offering their shoulders for support.

The brilliant sunlight was dazzling, but to me it just felt hot.
The world welcoming spring looked peaceful and vibrant, making Choi Hyun's stories about some tremendous incident seem like lies.

"...Why just me."

Why is it just me?
Everyone else looks so happy, why am I the only one so depressed?

The weather is so bright, but I'm the only one who's gloomy.
Everyone is smiling, but I'm the only one who can't.

Countless emotions crashed like waves.
The fierce feelings almost made me stagger.

*I want to die.*

If I fell from here, would I die?
If I cut my wrists with these claws, would I die?

In a surge of emotion, I raised my hand and placed my claw against my wrist, but that was as far as I went.
I had to lower my hand because I didn't want the pain, because I was afraid of dying.

"I should lie down..."

Looking out the window only brought negative thoughts, so all I could do was lie in bed and stare blankly at the ceiling.
I could move, but I didn't want to.

There was no point in moving when I couldn't go out alone anyway—it would only make me feel more confined.
Not wanting to think about anything, I just blinked blankly until the Nurse who had left earlier came back.

"Time to eat~"

"Um... can I eat later?"

I don't really have an appetite.
I tried to refuse the food tray, but the Nurse looked at me with sympathetic eyes and said:

"I know it's hard, but you need to eat."

She knows it's hard.
She knows how hard it is for me...

For a moment, looking at her ordinary hands, just like everyone else's, I bit my lip as a surge of resentment welled up inside me.
The Nurse put the tray down in front of me and stroked my head.

"You need to eat to take your medicine and get better. Okay?"

I'm not sick, I wanted to say, but I swallowed the words and nodded.
The Nurse's smile, which had seemed pleasant until just a moment ago...

Now felt like insincere sympathy, leaving my heart feeling empty.
My terribly broken heart interpreted even kindness as pain.

"Here, say ah~"

I stuffed the same tasteless hospital food I'd been eating all along into my mouth, filling my stomach.
I want to die, I want to die—thinking this while filling my stomach to live.

That contradiction made me angry yet also seemed ridiculous.
I felt foolish for living because I lacked the courage to die.

I felt sorry for myself, pretending to be okay because I didn't want others to dislike me.
When I wasn't okay at all.

"Haah..."

After finishing my meal and being left alone again, I lay in bed, overwhelmed by the boundless depression and lethargy.
But no matter how long I lay there, sleep wouldn't come. Probably because I'd just eaten.

When my stomach empties, I'll be able to sleep again.
So I'll just lie here and do nothing.

I closed my eyes and curled up, waiting for sleep to eventually come.

Drrrk—

I opened my eyes at the clear sound of the door.
...I don't even know what I was expecting when I opened them.

The Doctor? Or Choi Hyun? I'm not sure.
If it was the Doctor, she would have called my name, and if it was Hyun, he would have asked what I was doing.

Then who could it be?
Is there even anyone who would come to see me?

After a moment of endless questions, I slowly sat up.

Yes, I'll just check who it is and lie back down.
With that thought, I looked toward the door of the hospital room.

Ch.15 - Despair (2)
I looked toward the door of the hospital room and flinched when my eyes met those of the person standing there. Like someone who had locked eyes with the legendary Medusa, I forgot to breathe, my entire body turning to stone.

There stood someone who had every reason to hate monsters, someone who had lost so much to them. Though they hadn't spoken a word yet, they carried hatred that could pour out at any moment.

My breath caught. Why had I forgotten? Why had I forgotten this person existed?

The moment our eyes met, my mind went completely blank. I needed to say something, but no words would come.

Tap, tap. With each monotonous tap of the cane against the floor, I lowered my head further. My heart raced as I kept swallowing, trying to moisten my increasingly dry throat.

Eventually, at the edge of my downcast vision, I could see worn purple rubber slippers and patterned pants. As I couldn't lower my head any further, I tried to close my eyes.

"..."

A blackened, wrinkled hand touched my cheek.
For a brief moment, I flinched at the touch of a hand so warm it almost felt hot.

The hand that had paused in mid-air approached again slowly and touched me. It gently stroked my cheek, then drew me into a tight embrace.

"Uh..."

It must have been hard, very painful, very hurtful.
Not a single special word was spoken, but none was needed.

That embrace, those hands stroking my back, spoke more clearly than a hundred formless words. I wanted to lift my arms and hug back, but I was afraid these hands might hurt her, so I foolishly just held them up.

"Uuh..."

An inexplicable fear shook me.
With each slow, deep breath I heard, that fear began to dissipate.

Guilt with too many reasons made me bow my head.
Those small but sturdy shoulders, already hunched, helped carry my guilt.

"Hic... kuh... kuhk..."

It was overwhelming.
I thought I had nowhere to lean on, but I was wrong.

I just hadn't noticed because I was too busy looking up at the towering wall of reality. She had been this close all along.
She took my hand as I tried to distance myself from the world out of fear of cruel reality.

"If ya wanna cry, go ahead and cry."

At those ordinary, gruff words, I finally burst into tears.

These weren't tears shed while swallowing loneliness in solitude.
Nor were they tears of guilt and suffering that burned my heart.

Like a newborn baby, I cried with countless emotions, expelling everything inside me. I cried until I could barely breathe, inhaled through trembling lips only to cough... sniffled up my running nose and cried some more.

I cried and cried until I had emptied all the emotions pooled inside me. Until there were no more tears left.

How long did I cry?
Only when my voice became hoarse did the tears finally stop.

I cried so hard I thought I might faint, but strangely, my mind became clearer. Clear enough to reflect on how serious my condition had been, and after that reflection, what had seemed so grave now felt like nothing.

"H-hic. Hiing..."

Of course... I'd cried so much that my breathing was still shaky, and whenever I tried to speak, only sobbing sounds came out.

I sniffled as I looked at Grandmother's clothes, with one shoulder completely soaked from my tears. It was so wet it looked like she'd been drenched.

...Why did I cry so much?
Did becoming a monster increase my tear production too?

As I blinked, trying to wipe my hot, stinging eyes on my shoulder, Grandmother stopped me by placing her hand on my cheek.

"Looks like ya finally cried it all out."

She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and gently dabbed beneath my eyes. Her touch was so kind and warm that it made me smile.

When I nuzzled my cheek against the hand resting there, Grandmother blinked slowly and smiled faintly.

"Ya ain't a puppy, why ya rubbin' your face on my hand?"

Because I can't hold your hand with these hands of mine.
Because your hands are so warm that I couldn't help myself.

I had so much I wanted to say, but with no way to convey it all, I just smiled. A pure, bright smile.

"Ya look so much better when ya smile. Don't ya? Heehee..."

Her gentle voice soothed my heart just by hearing it. When I smiled back, she returned the smile and stroked my head.
After patting my head a couple of times, Grandmother's expression turned serious as she began touching my arms.

"Hmm..."

"Grandmother...?"

"Oh my, so skinny, so skinny. What kinda food they givin' ya here? The child's wastin' away. Ya little bird, have ya been eatin'?"

I could only understand about half of her dialect, but I understood the question about eating.

I had eaten the hospital food, but... honestly, it didn't feel like I had.

"I did... *sniff*... eat..."

"Ya ate but it didn't even reach your liver? Heehee, that's right. Hospital food ain't worth much."

"Mm..."

When I nodded, Grandmother laughed and patted my back firmly.
Unlike before, it was a rough touch with strength behind it, but that strength wasn't painful—it was encouraging.

Like hands patting down a crumbling sand castle, making me solid again.
Feeling better, I wiggled my fingers as Grandmother rummaged through the paper bag from a franchise porridge shop that she'd set down beside her.

Maybe she thought I was sick and brought porridge?
It would be better than hospital food, but... I don't like porridge...

While thinking this, I saw that what came out of the paper bag wasn't porridge but shoes.
...Why?

"Here, try these on."

"Ah... I can't put them on with my hands like this..."

Hearing that, Grandmother looked intently at my hands, then brought over a chair and placed the shoes on it.
Then she pulled the chair right up to my feet.

The chair was just the right height for my feet as I sat on the edge of the bed, so the shoes touched my feet.
This way, I could put on the shoes without using my hands.

"Why not? If ya really wanna do somethin', ya can."

I wiggled my feet, trying to put on the shoes.
Maybe because I wasn't wearing socks, my heel kept getting caught and bunching up.

"I think I'll have to scrunch them on..."

"Just scrunch 'em on then. Who's gonna say anythin'? As long as ya don't bother others, do what's comfortable for ya."

Those words were so comforting that I nodded and scrunched my feet into the shoes.
It was a bit awkward but... comfortable, just as Grandmother said.

"Do they fit?"

"Yes, they do."

"Good, now let's get up and go eat somethin', you and me."

After pushing the chair aside, Grandmother stepped back and said this.

—Sia can't go outside alone right now.

The nurse's words flashed through my mind, and I blinked.
The hesitation lasted only a moment. I wasn't alone now.

I got down from the bed.
Tap. The marble floor was solid but no longer cold.

"Take it slow, my legs ain't what they used to be."

"Yes."

I wanted to offer my shoulder, but I couldn't because of my hands.
I wanted to hold her hand, but I couldn't because of my claws.

It hurt my heart, but it was okay.
I went ahead of Grandmother and opened the door with my foot.

"Let's go."

"Yes, let's go."

When we reached the elevator, I pressed the down button with the back of my hand, just like last time.

Inside the elevator, I poked the button for the first floor with my horn.

We did stop at the fifth floor because my horn accidentally pressed that button too, but we still made it to the first floor.
Grandmother watched with curiosity as I lowered my head to press the buttons with my horn, then chuckled.

"Not a bird but a cow, I see."

"Hehe..."

It could have been offensive, but there was no malice in her words, so it didn't sound bad at all.
Grandmother and I walked leisurely through the lobby and out of the hospital.

The outside world I had so longed for was warm with the full arrival of spring.
I stretched happily in the sunshine.

"Feels good to be out, doesn't it?"

"I was getting stir-crazy being stuck in that room."

"Why didn't ya at least go for a walk?"

"They said I couldn't go out alone..."

"Aish... ya ain't a child, why can't ya go out alone? What terrible people, ain't they?"

"Hehe... they're actually nice people."

Grandmother and I chatted lightly as we walked at a leisurely pace.
Each step was slow, but... we were steadily moving forward.

As we were walking, Grandmother's cane caught on something, and she stumbled.
Seeing her body lurch forward, I instinctively spread my wings as wide as possible to wrap around her.

"Oh?"

I worried she might be hurt, or that I might have made it worse.
But Grandmother steadied herself by gripping the hard scales of my wing.

"Oh my, what a fright, gave me quite a scare, quite a scare."

"Are you okay...?"

"I'm fine. Ya caught me, so I didn't fall."

After regaining her balance with her cane, Grandmother looked at my wings wrapped around her and patted them with a warm smile.

"My little bird is better than a cane. Heehee..."

That warm smile made my heart flutter.
I nodded and, keeping my wings wrapped protectively around Grandmother, started walking again.

Ch.16 - Grandmother (1)
In that awkward time too late for lunch but too early for dinner, the restaurant I visited with Grandmother was quite busy.

Feeling a bit overwhelmed by the crowd visible through the wide windows, I stepped back slightly and looked up at the sign.

[Meat Restaurant]

I thought we were going to eat at a regular rice restaurant when she suggested getting food, but a meat place...
As I stared at the straightforward sign that simply said "Meat Restaurant," Grandmother approached and said:

"Ya said ya wanted to eat meat. Grandma's gonna buy ya meat today, so eat lots."

When did I ever tell Grandmother I wanted meat?
The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I didn't bother pointing it out.

Anyway...
Now that I was standing there about to enter the restaurant, I felt a bit nervous.

What if they refused me because of my horns and hands?
What if the diners stared at me with disgust, or got up and left in the middle of their meals?

The vague anxiety I'd been feeling suddenly loomed large.
As I stood blankly in front of the restaurant due to this anxiety, Grandmother gently pushed my back.

"Child, standin' out here like this is bad for their business. Let's hurry inside."

With those words, I had no chance to make excuses and had to enter the restaurant.
How should I put it—Grandmother's words carried that kind of power.

After mustering up the courage to enter, contrary to my worries, nobody paid any attention to me.
There were a few people who briefly made eye contact when they looked up from their meals.

But that was merely a momentary recognition of new information in their field of vision, not actual interest.
Feeling foolish about my earlier hesitation at the door, I blinked and looked around, embarrassed by everyone's indifference.

*I guess I can just come in normally...*

As I was looking around thinking this, a server approached.
When the server saw me, they blinked in surprise, but quickly smiled and greeted us.

"Welcome! Table for two?"

"Yes."

"I'll show you to your seats. Please follow me."

The seats we were guided to were a bit more spacious than the others.
I was surprised but secretly pleased to be given seats that were clearly chosen with consideration for me.

I folded my wings around myself like a blanket and sat down, while Grandmother sat across from me.
Once we were both seated, the server brought a menu and opened it so we could both see.

"Child, what d'ya want? Order whatever ya like."

"Ah, um... meat?"

"For meat options, we have pork belly, pork neck, and jowl. For beef, we have short ribs, prime ribs, tenderloin, ribeye, raw beef, and beef sashimi."

I want it all.
But after seeing the five-digit numbers next to each menu item, I carefully shifted my gaze to order the cheapest option.

"Give us one ribeye and one prime rib."

But Grandmother ordered before I could speak.
And she chose the most expensive items on the menu—prime rib and ribeye.

"One ribeye and one prime rib, correct? Understood. Would you like anything else?"

"No, that's all."

"Understood. Please wait a moment."

Grandmother, who had finished ordering before I could say anything, looked at me and chuckled.
Watching her cautiously, I asked:

"...Is it okay to eat something so expensive?"

"Huh? Of course it is. Unless ya want pork instead of beef?"

"No, that's not it... It's just quite expensive..."

"Are ya worried Grandma doesn't have money? Oh my, don't worry 'bout that. Grandma's got plenty."

With her chuckling like that, I couldn't say anything more.
...It's not like I kept quiet because I wanted meat. Really. I'm not that disrespectful—

"Here are your ribeye and prime rib. Enjoy your meal."

"Thank ya kindly."

"Wow..."

Meat...
As I stared blankly at the meat, drooling slightly, I swallowed and reached out to pick up a piece of ribeye.

The meat was cut thick, so when my nails touched it, it only tore slightly rather than coming apart completely.
I tilted my head back, put the meat in my mouth, and chewed.

Thanks to my sharp, pointed teeth, the meat was cut in half with just a slight movement of my head.
With my mouth full of meat, I suddenly felt stares directed at me and looked around.

The server who had brought the meat was frozen like a statue, holding tongs, probably intending to grill the meat.
Grandmother was looking at me with an expression mixing concern and shock.

"...What are ya doin'?"

"Huh?"

I'm... eating meat?
What did I do wrong? As I sat there, not chewing the meat in my mouth and just watching for cues, Grandmother took the meat from my hand.

"Oh my goodness... Child... Why are ya eatin' the meat without grillin' it? Are ya that hungry?"

"Meat..."

"What if ya get sick? Here, spit it out quickly. Come on?"

Should I spit it out?
But it tastes good...

After contemplating for a while, I just chewed and swallowed the meat in my mouth.
Grandmother looked at me in shock, while the server watched with an awkward smile.

Caught between their gazes, I carefully lowered my hands under the table.
Let's just not do anything...

"Bring us some raw beef and beef sashimi too, please."

"Ah, yes. Understood."

At those words, I looked up, and Grandmother reached out to wipe my mouth with a wet towel.
The towel turned pink, probably from blood.

Only then did I come to my senses and blink at the raw meat with clear teeth marks.
Did I just pick up raw meat with my bare hands and eat it?

Well, given the state of my hands, that's understandable, but did I really chew raw meat?
Not even beef tartare, but just plain raw meat?

"Little one, Grandma's not scoldín' ya. I'm just sayin' ya might get sick if ya eat meat like that. I'm not angry, so don't worry. Understand?"

"Yes..."

"My goodness... How hungry must ya have been? Here, Grandma will grill it quickly for ya."

Grandmother said this as she placed the meat on the grill, and soon after, the raw beef arrived.
I wanted to eat it, but I couldn't hold chopsticks with these hands, so I just stared blankly.

I couldn't just bury my face in the plate.
If I did that, my horns would probably sweep everything off the table.

As I fidgeted with my hands under the table while staring at the food, Grandmother extended chopsticks holding meat toward me.
How should I put it... Having Grandmother feed me made me feel incredibly guilty.

"Come on, say 'ah.'"

Should I accept it...?
Do I really have to accept it...?

"Oh my, my arm's gettin' tired. Hurry up and eat."

"Ah..."

At those words, I squeezed my eyes shut and opened my mouth.

"Oh my, look at those teeth! No wonder ya ate the meat like that."

I flinched at her words and quickly took the meat she offered in one bite, then closed my mouth.
How should I put it—showing the inside of my mouth was extremely embarrassing.

...But the meat was delicious, so I kept accepting it.
It was incredibly embarrassing when Grandmother looked at my teeth with curiosity every time I opened my mouth, though.

After the rather long meal...

Grandmother tapped the arm that had been holding the chopsticks and chuckled.

"Oh my poor arm. If I'm gonna feed ya, Grandma needs to exercise more."

The fact that I had made Grandmother, who was in much worse physical condition than me, feed me was already guilt-inducing, but hearing that her arm hurt felt like someone was stabbing my chest with a knife.

"I'm sorry..."

As I lowered my head and apologized, Grandmother came over and gently rubbed my back.

"But where else would I get to see my little one eatin' so well? When I think of it that way, it's worth it."

"Grandmother..."

"Don't worry 'bout what others think. Like I told ya, nobody's gonna appreciate ya bein' considerate. As long as ya don't bother others, ya should do what makes ya comfortable. That's the best way. Remember that."

I nodded, and Grandmother smiled and patted my head.
It felt quite... no, extremely good.

It might be a bit strange for a high schooler to enjoy having their head patted.
But if it feels good, it feels good. Right.

I smiled and walked to the counter.
The server who had taken our order and grilled the meat was standing there.

"How much?"

"Let's see, one raw beef, one beef sashimi, ribeye, prime rib, soybean paste stew, and rice. That comes to 103,000 won."

Considering the soybean paste stew was 2,000 won and the rice was 1,000 won...
I had eaten 100,000 won worth of food by myself.

Frozen like a stone at the price, which was much higher than I expected, I turned my creaking neck to look at Grandmother.
With a calm face, Grandmother rummaged through her clothes and pulled out a colorful floral wallet.

"My, that is expensive."

Grandmother said this as she took out a card from her wallet.
...Wait a minute.

[Choi Hyun]

That's what was clearly written on the card Grandmother took out.
It was just for a moment, but I definitely saw it.

Knowing that I wanted to eat meat.
Being able to come all the way here from the rural mountains of Gyeongsang Province...

Now I understood everything.

"..."

Looks like I have one more person to thank.
I thought this as I quietly lowered my eyes.

Ch.17 - Grandmother (2)
After eating with Grandmother, I finished the short walk I wanted and returned to the hospital.
I was a bit worried about leaving without telling the doctor, but fortunately, she didn't say anything.

Back in my room, I neatly took off my shoes, arranged them, and climbed onto the bed.
Having shoes was convenient—I didn't need to wash my feet.

It was such a comfort not being alone. Even though she was just sitting there doing nothing, her presence made me feel at ease.
As I stared at Grandmother watching TV silently, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

*How did Grandmother manage while I was gone?*

Ten years. A whole decade.
Because of the distance between Seoul and Gyeongsang Province, we'd only met once or twice a year during holidays at most. If those ten years felt long to Hyun, my childhood friend, how much longer must they have felt to Grandmother?

It's an incredibly long time even if spent peacefully.
They say mountains and rivers change in ten years, and that saying exists for a reason.

She must have spent that long time bearing a pain I couldn't even begin to comprehend.
...A pain I couldn't possibly imagine.

Even I, who only heard the news of my parents' deaths secondhand, felt this much agony. How much more painful must it have been for Grandmother who witnessed and experienced everything firsthand?

To someone like me who overreacted to every bit of news, threatening to die, Grandmother's mental strength to endure those ten years was simply awe-inspiring.

"..."

After silently watching Grandmother, I absently turned to look at the TV.
A drama I'd never seen before was playing.

Since I was watching from the middle, I couldn't quite grasp the story, but there was a man collapsed in a hospital and a woman nursing him while taking short naps on a cot.
Someone ignoring the "No Visitors" sign, pushing the woman against the wall, and shouting, "Who are you to nurse my husband?!"

*Even after ten years, drama plots are still all the same.*

Some things could stand to change. While thinking this and watching the drama in a trance, a thought suddenly occurred to me and I called out to Grandmother.

"Grandmother."

"Hmm? What? Do you need something? Should I get it for you?"

"No, I was just wondering if you're planning to sleep here tonight."

At my question, Grandmother hesitated, then looked at me with a faint smile.

"What do you think? Should I stay overnight?"

It was welcome news, but there was something concerning me.
Whether Grandmother had a place to sleep or not.

"Do you have somewhere to sleep?"

"No. Your friend contacted me saying you were found, so I just quickly packed my things and came up here without thinking about sleeping arrangements."

I asked just in case...
But as expected, Grandmother's answer was "no such thing."

I thought about solutions for a moment, but nothing suitable came to mind.
Of course, there were options if I didn't care about the means, but they weren't appropriate to suggest.

Even if Hyun was my childhood friend, there are boundaries—I couldn't use his card without permission to find Grandmother a place to stay.
And I couldn't ask my nearly ninety-year-old grandmother to sleep on a cot like the female lead in that drama...

"Um... Grandmother, if you have money, would you like to stay at a nearby inn or motel?"

"No, no. If I'm going to do that, I might as well go back home."

"Or would you like to sleep in this bed? I can sleep on the floor."

"Oh no, I can't. I wouldn't be able to sleep knowing I took my grandchild's bed."

I suggested the best options I could think of, but I couldn't change Grandmother's mind.
If I had money or ability, I might have found other solutions, but for someone like me who couldn't even go outside alone, such options were impossible.

There had to be a good solution...
I tried my best to think, but apparently only my body had transformed into a dragon—my ordinary brain couldn't come up with any brilliant ideas.

"Don't worry, I can just sleep down here."

"You can't sleep there, it's uncomfortable... You need to consider your age, Grandmother."

"It's fine. I won't die from sleeping here for one night."

"It's my heart that would be uncomfortable..."

Having my nearly ninety-year-old grandmother sleep on a cot while I took the bed?
I probably wouldn't be able to sleep at all. My conscience wouldn't allow it.

Grandmother seemed to understand my feelings and stopped insisting on sleeping on the cot.
Instead, she said nothing more and continued watching the drama.

Meanwhile, I half-watched the drama while trying to think of a good solution.
After filtering through all the options, only one remained.

Call Hyun, explain the situation, and ask him to arrange accommodation for Grandmother.

...In the end, there was nothing I could do myself.

The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.
By then, the drama had ended, and the ending theme and sponsor logos were rolling.

"Well, I should get going now."

"Oh, you're leaving?"

"Yes, I should."

As I watched Grandmother gathering her things, I felt a stone settling uncomfortably in my chest.
Was she leaving because of me? Should I tell her it's okay to sleep on the cot?

As I stared at her, blinking, she must have felt my gaze because she turned toward me with a questioning sound.
When our eyes met, she blinked at me for a moment, then approached with a smile and patted my head.

"Don't feel bad about me leaving."

"I feel like you're leaving because of me..."

"You worry too much, you really do."

Chuckling, she stroked my head and then lightly pinched my cheek.
There was no strength in it at all—I couldn't even feel it—but I still pretended it hurt.

"I'm not leaving because of you, silly. I need to go home to feed the cow anyway. So stop frowning, okay?"

"Aheyeoyo..."

"That's right. At least you answer well."

Smiling, she gently shook my cheek and then hugged me tightly.
I closed my eyes, savoring the warm embrace of my grandmother who would soon leave.

"Sia."

"Yes."

"Even if things don't go well in life, don't worry too much."

I could feel her concern for me in her gentle voice.
My eyes closed involuntarily at the warmth I couldn't feel from mere superficial sympathy.

"I understand."

"Good. When have things ever gone according to plan? Never. But in the end, everything... passes, so keep your heart strong. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"That's how I've lived too. If you want to live, you can live through anything."
In those matter-of-fact words, I could sense a deep sadness.

I nodded, and Grandmother stroked my back a few times before releasing me and stepping back.
She smiled warmly at me, picked up her belongings, and opened the door.

"Oh, Grandmother."

"Hmm? What is it? Do you have something to say?"

"No, I was just wondering how you're planning to get back home."

She looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask why I was suddenly asking that, but she answered right away.

"Well, I'll take the bus, of course."

"Instead of the bus, please take the train. It's more comfortable."

"The bus is comfortable too."

"But the bus takes over three hours. The train is much faster."

After thinking for a moment, Grandmother shook her head.

"No, it's fine. Besides, the bus is much cheaper."

"Even if you leave now, you'll arrive home at night by bus, and then the buses might stop running, so you'd have to take a taxi anyway. That would end up costing about the same as the train, wouldn't it? In that case, taking the train would be more comfortable."

"Hmm... is that so?"

I nodded firmly, and with a smile, Grandmother nodded too.

"Alright, I should listen to my little one. I understand."

That made me feel like I'd done something for her, which felt good.
Smiling, I realized I was concerned about sending Grandmother off alone and tried to get out of bed.

"Stay there. Don't get up."

"But still..."

"Tssk!"

I was going to accompany her at least to the hospital lobby, but I couldn't even get the words out.
With just one sharp sound—the kind used to scold puppies—I retreated back to the bed.

...Grandmother is strong.
Thinking that, I obediently tucked my feet back under the blanket.

Sitting on the bed watching commercials on TV, I had the nagging feeling I'd forgotten something important, so I wiggled my feet absently.
What was it? There was something important...

"Ah, what was it..."

Something important, something important...
...

"Ah. I remember now."

The door slid open—

As I turned my head at the sound, I met Grandmother's eyes as she came back in.

"Hyun's card—"

"I almost forgot your friend's card. Return it to him when he comes."

"Grandmother's really leaving now."
Grandmother said that and left the room without looking back.

Seeing how we both tend to forget things, we really are family.
The thought suddenly struck me, making me chuckle.

Ch.18 - Grandmother (3)
After Grandmother left...
Wait, that sounds a bit strange.

After Grandmother returned home and I was left alone in the hospital room, I pressed the remote control with my foot, searching for something worth watching. I'd seen too many variety shows lately and was getting tired of them, so I skipped past those channels.

I thought about watching a movie and turned to the movie channel, but nothing caught my interest. I didn't even expect to find Neflix here. What hospital would install something like that in a patient's room...

"...they have it?"

Why is this here?
It's nice that they do, but I'm a bit surprised.

...Well, good things are good things!
Remembering what Grandmother had told me, I moved on and operated the remote with my foot, browsing through Neflix.

I spent about 20 minutes searching like that.
My big toe was tingling and my foot was cramping from all the browsing, but I couldn't find anything worth watching.

*There's so much to watch, yet nothing to watch...*

Is this what they call poverty amid abundance?
Sighing, I settled on a drama that was featured in the recommendations.

It's absolutely not because my foot was cramping and I just picked something randomly.
I chose it because it looked interesting.

A CSI agent in an American drug crime thriller drama—how could I resist?
Just the premise alone sounds entertaining.

With that thought, I started the first episode, but turned it off after only five minutes.
The premise was good, and the story seemed interesting. The plot appeared well-structured, and the characters seemed appealing.

Why am I not giving a definitive answer and just saying it "seemed" good?
...The truth is, there were no subtitles, so I couldn't understand a thing. I'm completely hopeless when it comes to English.

"Haah..."

Nothing to watch, nothing at all.
I flopped back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, and unconsciously glanced to the side.

The spot where Grandmother had been sitting until recently now had only an empty chair.
That vacant space felt surprisingly large.

"...I'm not a child."

How can I miss her already when we've only been apart for such a short time?
Would I get scolded for saying I feel lonely being by myself, even though I'm a high school student?

*There's no one to scold me anyway.*

Blinking blankly, I let out a deep sigh and lowered my legs from the bed.
I slipped on my shoes that were neatly placed right under the bed.

"Maybe I'll go for a walk."

They said I couldn't leave the hospital, but they didn't say I couldn't walk around inside it.
And since the hospital grounds are technically part of the hospital, I should be fine as long as I stay within the premises.

I'm right, aren't I? Right?
Say I'm right.

Humming to myself, I lightly ran to the door and opened it with my foot.
Just as I was about to step forward without thinking...

I collided with something large that filled my field of vision.

"Oof!?"

"Oh. What's this?"

Hearing a familiar voice from above, I looked up and met Hyun's eyes.
It was quite unpleasant to have run straight into a friend—a hairy male one at that—without thinking.

I frowned noticeably at Hyun as he looked down at me.
When I suddenly frowned, Hyun blinked in confusion, and I made a Sherlock Holmes-like expression that said "I don't have friends" and said:

"Ugh, disgusting."

"What's with you starting fights as soon as we meet?"

As I vigorously wiped my face with my sleeve, Hyun burst into laughter.
It was a reaction that came from knowing we were just joking around.

"Where were you rushing off to at this hour? Need to use the bathroom?"

"No, I was just going for a walk. If you hadn't gotten in my way, I'd be enjoying my freedom right now."

"A walk? Well then, I guess I'll have to enjoy this premium 50,000 won beef jerky all by myself."

"I can't resist beef jerky."

I immediately turned around and returned to the hospital room.
It was truly a delightful walk.

You're asking why I didn't even leave the room?
They say the beginning is half the battle. In that sense, I've already toured about half the hospital.

Oh, and they also say if you stay still, you'll get halfway there.
Since I started but ended up staying still in the room, I've practically conquered the entire hospital.

Yeah. That's how it works.

"Come in and give me the beef jerky."

"You can't even eat it."

"I can pick up meat with my hands."

I confirmed this at a Korean BBQ restaurant.
Everything else tears apart when I grab it, but I can hold meat.

To be precise, it doesn't matter if meat tears, but anyway.
I wiggled my fingers, signaling him to hand it over quickly, and Hyun showed me the beef jerky.

"This is in plastic packaging."

"Open it for me."

I don't want to eat beef jerky with plastic on it.

"You're really shameless."

"Being shameless is part of my charm."

Saying that, I climbed onto the bed.
I heard him chuckling behind me as I sat down.

Hyun followed me into the room, sat in the chair, and tossed me a piece of beef jerky after opening the package.
Looking at the jerky floating in the air, I instinctively moved and caught it with my mouth.

"Oh. You caught that with your mouth."

I frowned at the admiring comment from beside me as I chewed on the beef jerky.

"Am I a dog?"

"Would you prefer I feed you directly?"

"Don't say such disgusting things. I'll kill you."

"See, you don't like that either."

Being treated like a talented dog or being fed by a dark-skinned man...

*I don't like either option.*

After chewing the beef jerky, I swallowed what remained in my mouth.
...It tastes good though.

"So what brings you here at this hour?"

"Just visiting a friend, what else?"

"Ugh, that's creepy."

I knew he'd always made jokes like this, but it still gave me the creeps.
...Wait a minute, I'm not a guy anymore.

"You don't..."

"Hey, what's with that expression?"

"While I respect people's preferences, isn't it a bit wrong for a Hero to be into pedophilia...?"

"Are you insane?! Are you trying to send me to my grave?! Hey! That's defamation! If you say things like that, I'm seriously done for!"

Seeing him shout in genuine shock, I raised my hands in surrender.
Only then did Hyun scratch his head and let out a deep sigh.

"You really scared me... Don't make jokes like that anywhere, especially not to me!"

"So it's okay when we're alone?"

"...You really are crazy."

"Birds of a feather flock together, you know~"

As I giggled and opened my mouth with an "ah," Hyun sighed again and tossed me another piece of beef jerky.
After catching it with a soft "tup" sound, I chewed on it while looking at Hyun watching TV, then turned my attention to the TV as well.

Whether it was an occupational habit or a sign of aging, Hyun had turned on the news.
The news was delivering not-so-good information today as well. Not even introducing today's villain.

[Regarding this, the ruling party...]

"Political fights are the same now as they were ten years ago."

"Well, human affairs don't change that easily."

"They say a decade can change mountains and rivers, but can't these things change a bit?"

Hyun and I chatted like that while absentmindedly watching the news and chewing on beef jerky.
Sprawled out in a comfort different from being with Grandmother, I suddenly had a thought and spoke up.

"Thanks for the meat."

"Huh? What meat are you talking about all of a sudden?"

Hyun pretended not to know, but as his friend of 18 years, I could tell he was lying.
He has this habit of raising one eyebrow whenever he lies or pretends not to know something.

"Fool someone who can be fooled. Thanks for the meal."

"You caught me."

"Caught or not, how could I not know when your card fell out of Grandmother's wallet?"

When I said this with a smirk, Hyun shrugged awkwardly.

"You're the one who brought Grandmother here too, right?"

"I was too busy to escort her personally, so I just helped with the intercity bus fare and reservations. I originally wanted to book a train ticket for her comfort, but she kept saying it was too much and insisted on the bus."

"Thank you. Really."

"Come on, don't get all mushy with the thanks. If you're grateful, just buy me a meal sometime."

"Sure. I'll definitely do that when I start earning money."

Whether I can earn money with this body is another question...
But I'll have to find a way.

I swallowed those unnecessary words and smiled.

"Your card is on the table over there, take it when you leave."

"Okay. By the way, did your grandmother leave?"

"Yeah. I told her to stay at a motel or inn when I heard she'd be sleeping on a folding bed, but she said she was going home."

"Just use my card. I don't mind spending money on this."

"Hey, even if we're friends, that's too much. How can I casually spend someone else's money?"

Hearing my words, Hyun let out a chuckle.
His expression was like someone looking at an endearing daughter, which made me feel a bit uncomfortable.

"I want to poke your eyes out."

"You really are crazy."

After that, we continued watching TV while chewing on beef jerky.

"Oh, how did Grandmother go back home? By bus?"

"Huh? No, I told her to take the train since the intercity bus would take too long and be uncomfortable."

"I guess a grandson is still a grandson. No matter how much I tried to persuade her, she insisted on taking the bus here."

~♩

In the middle of our conversation, Hyun's phone started ringing.
After checking his phone, Hyun blinked and stood up from his seat.

"Just a moment, I need to take this call."

"Sure, go ahead."

"Yes, Noona, what is it? What, deployment? I'm currently—..."

It must have been quite urgent, as I watched Hyun's back as he left while talking on the phone, then turned my attention back to the TV.
Something must have happened, as even the news anchor was speaking with someone during the live broadcast.

[Um... Yes, I understand. Breaking news just in.]

What appeared on the news screen after the anchor's words was:

[At approximately 7:13 PM, the KTG Gyeongbu Line heading from Haengsin Station to Busan was derailed after passing Osong Station on its way to Daejeon, reportedly due to a terrorist attack by Harmageddon.]

[To repeat, at approximately 7:13 PM, the KTG Gyeongbu Line heading from Haengsin Station to Busan was derailed after passing Osong Station on its way to Daejeon, due to a terrorist attack by Harmageddon—...]

The screen showed a train that had overturned and caught fire, with people fleeing in panic.

Ch.19 - Choi Hyun (1)
The anchor on TV was talking enthusiastically.
But not a single word registered in my ears.

It felt like being deep underwater, looking at reflections on the surface.
Sounds were muffled as if waterlogged, and my vision shattered like crashing waves.

Even though I saw what happened, I couldn't believe it.
I couldn't accept that my family, who had been with me just an hour ago, had been in such an accident.

It was too absurd.
Something that should never have happened.

A terrorist attack? In Korea, not America?
No way, that's something that only happens in movies.

Stop lying. Don't joke around. Right? It must be fake news?
Terrorism is something humans shouldn't do. It's a criminal act that shouldn't exist in a country of law. Why would someone do such a crazy thing?

Why do such a thing, and why a train of all places? Why? There are so many other places. So why a train? How come?
Why does this only happen to me? Why am I the only one suffering? Why is this happening only to my family?

The more I thought about it, the more my vision flashed and my hands trembled.
I was so angry I could barely breathe. My head throbbed with irritation, and my vision blurred with sadness.

"Grandmother..."

It's because of me. This happened because of me.

"Ah..."

Because I told her to take the train. Because I was stubborn. I should have just told her to stay here and leave later. It's my fault.

"No... I..."

If she had taken the bus, this wouldn't have happened. If I didn't have this body, if my body was like a normal person's, Grandmother wouldn't have needed to visit the hospital. It's because of me.
It's my fault. I should have gone to visit her first. I could have used Hyun's card and apologized later.

Grandmother getting caught in the accident, Mother and Father dying—it's all because of this body. All because of me. If it weren't for me, everything would have been fine.
It's my fault. It's my fault.

"Ah... AAAAH!!"

I was disgusted by these two hands that weren't human. The horns on my head were repulsive. The fluttering wings were irritating.
I wanted to tear apart everything that made up this body. Rip it to shreds.

I hated myself so much—this pathetic being who couldn't do anything without someone's help.
I despised myself for being unable to accomplish anything alone.

I wanted to tear my face apart with these claws right now. I wanted to die. I wanted to kill.
I felt like I would go insane from self-loathing.

But I couldn't.

"No... No... I... I have to do it..."

This is something I caused.
This is something I created.

So I have to do it.
I have to fix it.

I have to save her.

"I need to go..."

I need to go. I need to go and save Grandmother.
This is no time to be here.

I jumped out of the bed and clawed at the hospital room door.
CRASH!!

The door tore apart with the sound of shattering glass.
Someone was standing right in front of the door, and of course, it was Hyun.

"Where do you think you're going?"

I'm busy. I'm busy.
I don't have time for this.

There were so many things I wanted to say, but there wasn't enough time to say them all.
Even during this pointless confrontation, at this very moment...

Unwanted thoughts surfaced, and I glared at Hyun, grinding my teeth.

"Move, now."

"Tell me where you're going first."

Not understanding my situation, not understanding my feelings, not understanding anything—why are you stopping me?
My grandmother is dying. I don't have time for this.

"I said move!!"

I wanted to push Hyun away, but fearing serious consequences, I swung my wings instead—wings that I thought would only hurt a little if they hit him.
But I was wrong. I had severely underestimated my strength.

BANG!!

"Kuhuk!?"

Hyun, hit by my wing, flew straight into the hospital wall, breaking it.
He flew so effortlessly that I, who had swung the wing, was more surprised.

"Hup...!"

This couldn't be an act.
What insane human would crash into a concrete wall reinforced with steel just to fool someone?

Guilt began to creep in.
My stomach churned, and a tearing sound rang in my ears.

"No... I... I didn't mean to..."

I just wanted to save Grandmother.
I never intended to hurt Hyun like that.

What should I do? Who will save Grandmother?
But Hyun must be badly hurt too.

It's me again.
I again...

"Ugh...! Ouch, my back!"

"...!"

I jerked my head up at the voice coming through the thick dust.
Did I... hear wrong?

As I stared blankly in the direction of the voice, Hyun walked through the dust cloud.
As if nothing had happened, he brushed the dust off his shoulders and strode toward me.

Feeling like guilt personified was approaching, I instinctively flinched and backed away.
But retreating on short, trembling legs was much slower than Hyun's advance.

Hyun stood before me.
Seeing him raise his hand as he looked down at me, I squeezed my eyes shut.

Thud.

But no matter how long I waited, no pain came.
I only felt a large, firm hand resting on my head.

"...?"

Confused, I opened my eyes to see Hyun's dust-covered shirt.
Blinking blankly, I slowly looked up.

Would he be angry? Was he hurt? Was he injured?
As these thoughts belatedly rushed in, I could only open and close my mouth without saying anything. Then Hyun moved his hand elsewhere.

"How can a broke bastard like you destroy a hospital like this?"

"...What?"

My eyes widened at the strangely unpleasant feeling of my horn being firmly gripped.
Looking down at me, Hyun grabbed my horn and shook it back and forth as he spoke.

"If you break it, I have to pay for it, you know? Huh? Get it? You little shit."

My eyes twitched at his unexpected words, which made all my previous worries vanish like bubbles.
For a brief moment, thoughts of Grandmother disappeared, replaced by the desire to strike the person in front of me.

Whether by instinct or from seeing my expression, Hyun finally released my horn and grinned.

"Now that's a more human-like expression."

"...What?"

As I frowned and asked, Hyun let out a deep sigh.
Wondering if I'd done something wrong, I flinched at the sight of him sighing.

"You were trying to go to the accident site shown on the news, weren't you?"

"...So what?"

"What were you planning to do if you saw the culprit there?"

If I found the culprit who involved Grandmother?

"Kill them."

I'd tear them to shreds while they're still alive and devour every piece of their flesh.
I'd burn them completely, leaving not a single hair or speck of dust.

As these thoughts crossed my mind and I ground my teeth, Hyun slapped my forehead with his palm.
For a moment, my vision flashed, and tears welled up.

"That hurts!!"

"Of course it hurts. I hit you so it would hurt."

Frowning at the incomprehensible situation, I brought the back of my hand to my forehead.
My forehead was hot from how hard he had hit me.

"I save you, and you try to walk straight into the abyss. Wake up, kid."

I bit my lip at his words that hit the mark.
My sharp teeth tore my lip, drawing blood.

"...Grandmother got into an accident because of me. So, shouldn't I be the one to go save her...?"

"What exactly would you do there?"

"I could do something!! I'm strong, so I could flip the train! Or tear through it with my claws!!"

"What if that makes your grandmother's injuries worse? What if you thoughtlessly flip the train and she gets hurt more from falling? What if you carelessly cut through the wall and end up killing your grandmother with your claws?"

I closed my mouth at his unusually cruel words that sent chills down my spine.
I couldn't even argue that he was exaggerating.

"Then!!"

Because I wasn't confident that the things he worried about wouldn't happen.
After fumbling for words, I collapsed under the unbearable sense of helplessness.

"Then...! What am I supposed to do...!"

What should I do? What should I have done?
I can't do anything, and everything I try to do ends in failure.

"What... should I have done..."

I cried from the unfairness, the resentment, and the pain.
It felt like someone was squeezing my heart.

I was so pathetic that I couldn't even wipe away my flowing tears.
Something flew at my face as I sat there crying.

It hit with a thud—it was Hyun's shirt.
Raising my head in confusion, I saw Hyun's back, dressed in a white and yellow suit.

For a moment, it overlapped with the image of Hyun's back that I had seen when I first opened my eyes among the collapsed ruins.
I can't explain it well, but that back view that gave me strength just by looking at it.

"Trust me."

I'll definitely save her.
After saying that, Hyun leaped through the broken wall.
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Ch.20 - Choi Hyun (2)
I believe you.

"Though I said that..."

I groaned, breaking out in a cold sweat from the throbbing pain in my side every time I accelerated by kicking off a building.
More accurately, I couldn't help but groan.

"This is definitely a fracture..."

At first, I thought it was just my muscles being shocked, but once I started moving properly, I understood.
It wasn't simply shocked muscles, but a fracture in my bone.

How could that dragon be so strong that just getting hit by a casually swung wing would fracture my ribs?
I never imagined anything could so easily break through the durability of my body—an S-Class Hero, not some random nobody.

"A dragon is a dragon, I guess..."

When my back got scratched by its claws, I figured that made sense since they were dragon claws, but I never expected the wings to have that kind of power too.
Shaking my head, I increased my speed while wincing at the pain in my side.

Through the now-familiar sound of cutting through the wind, I heard a faint ringing and pressed the button on my earphones.
With a beep, the call connected, and Big Sis's voice came through.

"Hyun, where are you now?"

"I'm, ugh!"

"What's wrong?"

I tried to speak loudly but coughed when my side ached.
Big Sis sounded worried, but I brushed it off.

"Just swallowed a bug while flying! Anyway, I'm on my way!"

"What about Sia? Did she kaijuify?"

"It was a bit dangerous, but she seems to be controlling it well!"

"Birds of a feather flock together, huh? You and your friend both have incredible mental strength."

That's right, we do.
I swallowed the words I almost blurted out and smiled bitterly.

People who become monsters have a harder time controlling their emotions than normal people.
That's because emotions aren't felt by just one entity, but by two—themselves and the monster consciousness sleeping within them.

Simply put, happiness is doubled, but so are despair and sadness.

*This is amazing. Unbelievably so.*

I felt proud but also sad at the same time.
As I was mulling over these complex feelings, Big Sis's sigh through the earphones brought me back to reality.

"Anyway, how long until you arrive?"

"I'll be there soon."

"Young people are so fast. Good. We've finished evacuating the area. The culprits are Harmageddon remnants, as I explained earlier."

"Any persons of interest?"

"None. ...At least not yet."

It wasn't a great attitude for someone supervising the scene, but I understood why Big Sis couldn't be certain.
Harmageddon is a group of extremists who want to artificially create Gates and return to the time when humanity was united.

*"For humanity to truly unite, we need a common enemy"—was that it?*

Harmageddon's research into human kaijuification is part of that goal.
If they can't create artificial Gates, they'll create monsters to serve as a common enemy. That's their plan.

Of course, that's just their rhetoric. In reality, they're just a group of lunatics who want to freely use the special abilities they gained during the Singularity Incident.
Frowning at the unpleasant thought, I swallowed a sigh and asked:

"So the situation is still the same as when you called earlier?"

"That's right. They blew up the tracks with explosives, that's all. Fortunately, there are no casualties yet."

"I understand."

I felt relieved as I twisted my body to avoid a tall building.
My side was throbbing, but it wasn't unbearable.

"Oh, Big Sis. Was there an elderly woman among the evacuees?"

"An elderly woman? Hold on, I'll check."

"She's eighty-seven, has a lot of white hair, a hunched back, and is about 150 centimeters tall."

I listened to the sound of papers being flipped and prayed.
Please be there. Please be there.

"Chae-Ah! Is this the complete evacuation list!?"
"—Yes! —, —!"
"An elderly woman! Eighty-seven years old, 150 centimeters tall! Hunched back with lots of white hair!"

I could hear Big Sis and her Sidekick Chae-Ah's conversation through the earphones.
Due to the distance and the noise around them, I couldn't hear Chae-Ah's voice clearly, but her final shout came through distinctly.

"—She's not here!"

That last part too.
...So my bad feeling was right. Bad hunches never seem to be wrong.

I felt dejected but smiled.
A Hero always smiles, after all.

What kind of Hero gives hope and then cries about it?
After a short sigh, I answered in a bright voice.

"Okay, so I need to search on foot."

"Is she important?"

"She's Sia's grandmother."

"What!? You should have said that sooner! I can go out now and—!"

"It's fine. Just keep watch over the scene."

"Just get here first and then we'll talk!"

Looking down at the train below, I replied to Big Sis's shouting:

"I've already arrived."

I ended the call.

As always, the scene looked worse than what I'd been told.

Shimmering heat waves rising to the sky and black smoke obscured my vision.
Sirens in the distance and faint screams filled my ears.

Newly-minted Heroes might be overwhelmed by such a scene, but not me.
Because I am a Hero.

"I will definitely save her."

I always keep my promises.
That's what friends do.

"Huff..."

With a short breath that had become routine, I dropped right into the middle of the scene.
The heat I felt from the sky became even more intense.

The situation was desperate, but I couldn't just stand by.
Without hesitation, I climbed onto the burning train, confirmed there was no one behind the windows, and smashed through one to enter the car.

"The smoke..."

I couldn't help but grimace at the acrid smoke that stung my eyes.
If I swung my fist with full power, I could blow away all this smoke, but...

That would flip the train over too, and anyone still inside would be seriously injured or killed.
Knowing well what happens when using power recklessly, I controlled my strength and cleared just enough smoke to see.

*I need to find her as quickly as possible.*

Clearing the smoke was only a temporary measure.
I needed to find her fast.

"Hah!"

I waved my arms to clear the smoke and tore open closed doors with force.
After quickly checking seven cars, I found two collapsed people in the eighth car.

The smoke made it hard to see clearly, but one silhouette was small, and the other had a considerably large build.
When I cleared the smoke to get a better look, I saw Sia's grandmother lying unconscious on her side and a man lying face down on the floor.

*Found her...!*

I quickly approached to check the grandmother's condition.
There were no visible major injuries, but she had lost consciousness from inhaling toxic gas and needed immediate attention.

*She's still okay for now.*

After confirming there was some time, I immediately checked on the man lying beside her.
Just as I placed my hand on the man's shoulder to turn him over...

I felt something hard under my fingertips that made my skin crawl.
What is this? A seat? Or a document case?

No, wait.

*The train fell on its right side. It collapsed all at once, not rolling. So why is he lying face down neatly instead of on his side?*

This... It looks like someone deliberately placed him face down.
Why?

*To hide something?*

Finally noticing something was wrong, I quickly turned the man's body to the side.
Sure enough, the already dead man was holding a bomb as large as his own body.

Seeing the bomb marked with a smiling clown symbol, I realized this was all a trap.
And at that moment, the bomb's light changed from green to red.

"Tra—!"

In that split second.
I gritted my teeth and made my decision.

—!!

The bomb exploded with a deafening roar.

* * *

"The scene is desperate. The front part of the train where the explosion occurred is barely recognizable. And the passenger cars are on fire—"

The TV only reported desperate news.
As if good news wasn't newsworthy, they only shared sensational and negative stories.

Each time, my heart raced and my hands twitched.
I wanted to rush out of here and go there immediately.

But I couldn't.
As Hyun had said, there was nothing I could do even if I went.

In such a situation, all I could do was pray.
I clasped my trembling hands together and closed my eyes.

"Please..."

God, I'm begging you.
Please watch over my grandmother and keep her alive.

Though I had never been to church or prayed in my entire life, at this moment, I prayed with all my heart.
I just wished and wished that nothing bad would happen.

At that moment.

"—!!"

The camera violently shook and fell over.
The flashing screen, the booming sound, and the tearing screams seemed to reach through the screen.

"Ah..."

The sideways camera and the bright red flames told me what had happened.
Unable to say anything, I approached the TV.

As my trembling hand reached toward the TV...
A large shadow emerged through the bright red flames.

"Hyun...?"

The fierce flames became light, illuminating the man who broke through the large fire.
In Hyun's arms was my grandmother.

With a rattling sound, the fallen camera moved, and the excited reporter's voice came through:

"Choi Hyun! Choi Hyun has appeared through the massive explosion and flames!! In his arms is what appears to be an unconscious citizen—!!"

The sound faded away. Emotions surged wildly.
As if my heart and brain had switched places, I could only hear my pounding heartbeat.

As I stared blankly at the TV, the last thing I saw was Hyun looking at the camera with a confident smile before I lost consciousness.
—I don't remember clearly... but I think I smiled before collapsing.

Ch.21 - Seo Ha-Young (1)
I blinked repeatedly...

"Grandmother!"

What happened to Grandmother!?
I jumped up from my bed and looked around.

The space beside me was empty.
Neither Hyun nor Grandmother was here.

"...Oh."

I gasped with a chilling feeling, but then remembered the last image of Hyun and Grandmother before I passed out, and let out a sigh of relief.
He saved her. Hyun saved her. Grandmother is alive.

Relief, joy, gratitude, and guilt all rushed in at once.
For a moment, I felt so dizzy my head was spinning, but I didn't pass out.

"Thank goodness..."

As the tension drained from my body, I naturally went limp and slumped back onto the bed.
By the way...

"This ceiling looks familiar."

Again.
I lost consciousness again.

I don't know why I keep passing out.
If I had always been this frail, I could understand, but I used to be really healthy. So healthy that it was practically my only defining trait.

I was the kind of person who had too much energy, running out to the playground every lunch break and getting caught by teachers for running in the hallways during recess.
I laughed at the smallest things, and even when I had a cold, I'd sit in front of the computer with a runny nose because I couldn't resist playing games.

While I'm incredibly happy that Grandmother is alive, it's definitely not something I should faint over.
Well... it is joyful enough to make someone faint, but actually fainting is a bit strange.

*What am I doing, passing out like this...*

I only had a moment to question my unusually frail body.
Slowly sitting up, I blinked as I looked around the slightly different hospital room.

*Did they move me to a different room while I was unconscious?*

Looking around, I sighed when I noticed the changed layout of the room.
Well, they wouldn't leave a patient in a completely destroyed room.

...Even if I was the one who destroyed it.
As I absently looked around, I got up without thinking.

It was almost instinctual.

"...I want to see Grandmother."

Can I go?
Am I allowed to leave?

After wrecking the hospital like that, if I said, "I want to see my grandmother, so please discharge me..."
They wouldn't allow it.

*I wouldn't allow it either if I were them.*

Blinking, I looked at the clock, saw the hour hand pointing to 3, and then glanced at the window.
Outside, the pitch-black darkness was illuminated by the twinkling lights of the city.

"It's dawn... I see."

At this hour, I couldn't go out, let alone meet her.
Sighing with disappointment, I lowered both legs from the bed.

I felt shoes touch my toes and looked down to see the shoes Grandmother bought me neatly placed below.
I don't know who did it, but I could feel their consideration in arranging them so I could easily find them when I stretched my feet down.

"..."

Carefully putting on my shoes, I slowly walked to the door and opened it.
I wasn't going out to see Grandmother.

I have some sense and awareness.
No matter how urgent my feelings are, I'm not a child who would run out of the hospital room alone at this hour to see Grandmother.

I just came out because I thought I'd keep having negative thoughts if I stayed in the room.
As for permission...

*I guess it's fine if I don't get caught.*

It's not like they'd give me permission if I asked honestly.
With that thought, I stepped out of the room and blinked at the clean corridor without a single broken spot.

This was definitely the door and wall I had destroyed, but seeing them completely intact rather than broken gave me a strange feeling.
It was as if everything had been a dream.

In reality, they had simply moved me to a different room.
In this peculiar mood—neither good nor bad—I stared blankly at the wall before turning toward the elevator.

Or at least, I tried to.

"Where do you think you're going at this late hour?"

I flinched at the cold voice from beside me.
A familiar voice. No, an unforgettable voice.

How could I forget the voice of someone who gave me one of the most unpleasant experiences of my life?
With my mood instantly plummeting, I twitched my hand and slowly turned to the side.

There sat Ha-Young, Hyun's boss, with her arms crossed.
...I thought I'd be fine if I didn't get caught, but I messed up right from the start.

"I asked, where are you trying to go at this hour?"

"...I was just going to take a walk."

"By yourself, without a guardian? Why don't you just wait until morning when Hyun comes?"

Is this person... being kind right now?
There was a strange kindness in her calm, measured speech, but given my first impression of her, even that came across as oddly negative.

How should I put it? Ah, right.
It felt like the villain from a drama I watched with Grandmother, pretending to be kind and smiling in front of others.

"That's quite an unpleasant expression."

"I wasn't looking at you."

I glanced away as I replied, and she stared at me intently.

I peeked at her, our eyes met, and I just turned my head away.

Why did I have to run into her of all people as soon as I came out...
As I was silently nursing my complaints, I heard a deep sigh.

"Haah..."

Though I hadn't done anything wrong to her, I instinctively flinched at the sound of her deep sigh.
Rolling my eyes slightly to look at Ha-Young, I saw her retying her ponytail as she spoke.

"I must have really gotten on your bad side."

"Seeing how guarded you are when I haven't done anything."
She said this while staring at me intently.

Unlike during the kaijuification experiment, I didn't sense any hostility or irritation, but it was still uncomfortable.
How could I take it at face value when someone who had been so harsh to me suddenly approached me so calmly?

I had so much I wanted to say, but I couldn't say it all.
And since I couldn't keep ignoring someone who had spoken to me first, I carefully opened my mouth.

"You tormented me so much back then, how could I not be guarded?"

At my words, she blinked and then smiled bitterly.

"I suppose that's fair. Of course you'd have a bad impression after hearing such things from someone you just met."

Her response was so different from what I expected that my eyes widened.
Was this person always like this?

—Why are you upset? I talk to Hyun exactly the same way, and he just laughs it off?

No, that's not right. She wasn't like this.
I slowly backed away as I watched Ha-Young awkwardly scratch her cheek.

"...Is this some kind of split personality or something?"

"Sorry, but I can hear you perfectly well."

I flinched at her words.
She can hear me.

"I'm sorry, it's just... your image is so different from when I first met you."

"That's understandable. I was acting back then."

Ha-Young sighed deeply and continued looking at me.
She explained that her appearing to be a bad person back then was all an act for the kaijuification experiment.

S-Class Heroes are selected based on everything from character to skill to background, so how could such a bad person be among them?
She was just acting that way because Hyun asked her to. She hoped I wouldn't misunderstand.

After explaining everything step by step so I could understand, she finally smiled slightly when I nodded.
It was the kind of smile that suggested a good personality, which made me look even more skeptical.

"So... you're saying that was all an act back then?"

"Yes. I really am sorry about what happened then. Though... you probably don't remember it."

She was right.
My memory actually cut off during the second kaijuification experiment.

Anyway...

"What brings you here at this hour? I doubt a busy person like you came all the way here just to tell me that..."

"I'm here to monitor you. More precisely, to prevent you from going anywhere."

"Me?"

"Yes, you're more dangerous than you think. We can't afford even a one-in-a-thousand or one-in-ten-thousand chance situation, so I've been waiting here for you."

Unlike when I saw her before, her kindly explaining everything step by step felt quite awkward.
But regardless, her explanation made it easier to understand the situation.

I could vaguely grasp what she wanted to say.
After hesitating, I carefully turned toward her.

"Because I'm the Berserk Dragon's—"

Just as I was about to repeat what Hyun had told me,
Ha-Young jumped up from her seat and quickly approached me, firmly pressing her index finger against my lips.

"...!?"

"Shh. Let's talk about that where there aren't people around."

You've heard from Hyun what "that" is, right?
When I nodded at her words, she finally removed her finger from my lips.

"For now... let's put that conversation aside. I think there's something else you're more curious about, so let's talk about that first."

"Something else...?"

"About your grandmother. Isn't that why you came out?"

I couldn't help but blink at the mention of Grandmother from her lips.
How did she know?

"Something like that..."

"Hyun told me you'd rush out looking for your grandmother as soon as you woke up."

"...Ah."

Hyun, it's you again?
I wiggled my feet with a strange feeling, happy but odd.

Ch.22 - Seo Ha-Young (2)
Following Ha-Young's suggestion, I returned to the hospital room. After kicking off my shoes and climbing onto the bed, Ha-Young came over and neatly arranged my shoes.

Right at the spot where my toes would brush if I stretched my legs down.
Wait, was she the one who'd been organizing my shoes all this time?

I blinked and looked at Ha-Young, who met my gaze with an expression that seemed to ask why I was staring.

"Were you the one who's been arranging my shoes?"

"...Yes, that was me."

She hesitated briefly before answering. She opened her mouth as if wanting to say more, but closed it again.
It felt like she was deliberately cutting herself off, but at least she didn't seem to be lying.

How should I put it...
It felt like she was reluctant to talk about it, similar to when Hyun told me about the Berserk Dragon.

Like she was hesitating because of unpleasant memories.
I wasn't certain, but I had that vague feeling, which made me unable to ask why she'd done it.

After pondering for a moment, I decided to express gratitude instead of questioning her.

"The shoes..."

"Hmm?"

"About the shoes. With my hands like this, I can't arrange them myself. And if they're under the bed or in the shoe rack, I can't get them out either. So... um..."

I meant to say thank you, but actually saying it felt incredibly awkward and burdensome.
Especially to someone whose first impression had been nearly the worst possible.

It felt like being told "Actually, this villain character is nice too."
What happened before was hard to forgive, but it also felt awkward to keep disliking her.

"Thank you for being considerate."

After pushing through that discomfort to express my gratitude, the room suddenly fell silent.
It felt like running into a teacher I wasn't close with at the supermarket.

Should I greet them? But we're not really friendly...
That feeling of deliberating, then making eye contact and just giving a quick nod.

...This is so damn awkward.

"...I never expected to hear thanks from you. Especially after our first impression was so bad."

"Regardless of first impressions, I'm grateful for what deserves gratitude."

At that, Ha-Young let out a small laugh.
Why is she laughing?

"You really do talk like Hyun's childhood friend."

"Do I?"

"Yes. That 'this is this and that is that' attitude. Doing what you think should be done regardless of your feelings."

That's exactly like Hyun.
Ha-Young said this with a faint smile.

To be honest, I hadn't realized it.
Hearing her say it made me think maybe she was right, but only briefly.

I never really paid attention to things like that.

"Well, enough about that. I should tell you what you most want to hear."

"About my grandmother, right?"

"That's right."

Ha-Young nodded, took out her phone from her pocket, checked something, and continued.

"Originally, Hyun was going to come tell you himself, but the scene cleanup isn't finished yet."

"So you're telling me instead?"

"I should be on standby at the scene too, but Hyun said, 'If Sia doesn't know what happened to her grandmother, she'll pretend to be fine but sneak out when no one's looking.' So here I am. You're on the watch list."

I averted my eyes at her eerily accurate assessment.
Hyun was right. If it weren't for Ha-Young, and if it weren't the middle of the night, I really would have snuck out to find my grandmother.

Of course... I would have left some way to contact me before leaving.
Whether anyone could understand my message would be another matter.

As I avoided her gaze, she sighed briefly and spoke.

"Anyway, to continue what I was saying, your grandmother is safe. She lost consciousness from inhaling some smoke, but there's no major health concern."

"Where is she now?"

"She's recovering at the university hospital closest to the accident site. There's nothing seriously wrong, so don't worry."

"That's a relief..."

Learning that my grandmother was safe, I couldn't help but sigh with relief.
Thank goodness. Really, thank goodness. That was all I could think.

With the last of my tension gone, I slumped onto the bed.
...I didn't faint though. Definitely didn't faint.

Since I couldn't lie down while we were talking, I sat back up and bowed my head.

"Thank you for telling me."

"No need to thank me. It's only natural to do a favor for my cute little brother."

Twitch. For some reason...
My eye twitched at Ha-Young's words about her "cute little brother."

The "cute little brother" she mentioned couldn't be referring to me.
And there was only one person who might have asked her to relay news about my grandmother...

"Um, Ha-Young."

"Yes?"

The way she tilted her head questioningly was pretty.

She's an S-Class Hero, so she must be skilled... tall, and her chest...

*What am I thinking?*

I shook my head and looked straight at her puzzled expression.

"Are you dating Hyun?"

"...?"

What did I just hear?
She blinked with that expression, narrowing my eyes.

Then, seeming to realize what I'd asked, she let out an "Ah" and waved her hands frantically.

"No! What are you saying?!"

"You're not?"

"Hyun is just like a cute little brother to me! And I'm married anyway!"

"Oh..."

I see...
As I nodded, she let out a deep sigh.

"Sorry if you were jealous. But don't worry. Hyun and I are strictly like siblings."

I was about to nod mindlessly, but stopped at the word "jealous."
Jealous? Me? Of whom?

"I wasn't jealous."

"You weren't?"

"Me? Of whom? Of you? Why?"

"Why... I thought you were jealous because Hyun and I seemed close. Because you like Hyun, so you were trying to check me out..."

What did I just hear?
Like her earlier, I stared blankly, unable to respond.

It took a moment to process, but once I realized what she'd said, I jumped up in shock.

"No way!? Why would I like him!?"

"Huh? You don't?"

"No! We're just friends! Why would I like that dark-skinned guy!?"

I shouted, explaining point by point to clear up the misunderstanding.
Finally clearing things up, I sighed deeply and wiggled my feet under the blanket.

"Well... anyway, I understand. Oh, I almost forgot while we were talking, Hyun asked me to tell you something else."

"What is it?"

"About the hospital damage—he said it's not your fault, so don't blame yourself. That's what he wanted me to tell you."

I blinked at her words, then smiled wryly and shook my head.

"He's like a ghost. Really."

"Sometimes he's amazing. Whether it's good intuition or intelligence..."

"It's just good intuition. He's always been like that."

"He's always been like that?"

Seeing her blink in surprise, I suddenly remembered the old days.
Those times were really... fun. I smiled and nodded.

"Yes. I benefited a lot from it. Especially when we were trying to skip evening study hall—we'd gone all the way down to the first floor when he suddenly said he had a bad feeling and we should go back. The kids who didn't listen and left anyway ran into Teacher Hakju and got in huge trouble."

"Wasn't that just coincidence?"

"At first I thought so too. But it wasn't just then. When we were secretly cooking ramen in the dorm at night and almost got caught, or when we snuck out during PE and slept in the gym storage room—Hyun helped me both times. He was like a human alarm system."

"...You really took advantage of him, huh."

"Took advantage? Hyun ate the ramen and slept there too!"

Wait a minute, now that I think about it, wasn't Hyun the one who suggested all those things?
I frowned as I belatedly realized this.

"You two must have been very close."

"We were together since birth."

"Really?"

"Yes, my mother told me we were born in the same hospital around the same time."

Because of that, we often fought over who was born first, who was the hyung and who was the dongsaeng.
Well... now it's obvious who's the hyung, but back then we fought a lot.

We'd argue over the most pointless things, faces red, insisting we were right.
And after fighting, we'd forget what we were fighting about and go play games together.

"I didn't know Hyun was like that..."

"He's different now?"

"Now he has this super diligent image. At his peak, Hyun only slept four hours a day and worked constantly."

"Him? How could that lazy bum possibly... Oh."

I had unconsciously spoken about Hyun as I normally would.
Blinking in surprise, I saw Ha-Young smile and say:

"It's okay. You can speak comfortably."

"Ah... um... anyway, he really works that hard?"

"He seems to have relaxed a bit recently, but he really did work hard. He was even called the epitome of diligence at one point."

The Hyun I remember was the opposite of diligent—just unnecessarily energetic and only doing what he wanted to do...

"Is there more?"

"Hmm... let's see. Diligent, honest, and... dependable. There's a lot to say. Want me to tell you?"

And so Ha-Young and I lost track of time talking about Hyun.
I told her about Hyun's past that she didn't know, and she told me about his present that I didn't know.

It felt like...
The distance between us had shortened a bit.

"So are you sure you don't like Hyun? You can tell your unnie secretly. I won't tell him, okay?"

"No, I keep telling you I don't!?"

...Maybe a little distance would be good after all.

Ch.23 - Seo Ha-Young (3)
After spending about two hours chatting with Sia about Hyun, I glanced at the clock and realized it was past 5 PM—time for me to leave.

When Sia noticed me looking at the clock, she blinked at me, seeming to realize I was about to get up. It might be rude to think this, but her expression was like a puppy asking, "Are you leaving?"

"Are you going now?" she asked.

"I've told you everything I needed to, so I should go."

She nodded her head in understanding, looking quite adorable. Maybe it was because she was cute to begin with, but that slightly dejected expression while nodding was really endearing.

...Though when I remember that this adorable child harbors a Light Dragon inside her, it feels more chilling than cute.

With these mixed feelings, I stood up slowly and stretched.

"I was planning to leave earlier, but our conversation went longer than I expected."

"Well, we had a lot to talk about."

"Pfft... that's true."

Perhaps because we had Choi Hyun as a common topic, I felt we'd grown much closer than I'd anticipated.

...Though somehow I felt we got closer especially after I revealed I was married.

Well, I must be imagining things.
I am imagining things... right?

*What if she actually likes him?*

If Sia really had romantic feelings for Hyun... that would raise many issues. Being a monster is one problem, but her appearance...

*Anyone would see it as a crime, right?*

If I remember correctly, Hyun is around 185cm tall, while Sia is at most in the mid-140cm range...

As I stared at her with a serious expression, Sia seemed to notice something and frowned.

"I told you, we're just friends."

I was surprised by how accurately she'd read my thoughts, but I didn't show it. After all my years as an S-Class Hero, maintaining a poker face was nothing.

"I haven't said anything yet."

"...I can tell you're lying."

I tilted my head with a nonchalant expression at Sia's flat stare. I tried to give off an "I don't know anything~" vibe, but Sia's expression didn't soften.

*Wait, did she really see through me?*

While maintaining my poker face, I watched as Sia made a contemplative sound before averting her eyes first.

"...Or not?"

"I already told you it's not like that."

I smiled wryly at how uncertain she seemed despite her words. I nearly got caught. If my expression control had been just a bit worse, she would have seen right through me.

*Like Hyun's childhood friend, she's got good intuition...*

As I was thinking this, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket and stood up. It really was time to go.

"Let's talk again next time."

"Yes, goodbye, Noona."

"I told you that you can call me Unnie, right?"

"That's... I'm uncomfortable with that..."

"Alright, alright. If you're uncomfortable, I won't force it. Ah, my phone's ringing. I really need to go now."

I waved my hand lightly as I left the hospital room and took out my phone that had been ringing. The caller was none other than Hyun.

"How do you always call at just the right moment?"

Is this also part of that intuition?
At this point, he's more accurate than most fortune tellers.

With these useless thoughts, I pressed the call button in front of the elevator.
Just as the elevator arrived at the 7th floor with a ding, and I was about to step in cheerfully—

["What were you talking about for so long?"]

"Oh my goodness!"

I jumped in surprise as Hyun emerged from the elevator. He also seemed startled by me, making an "oof" sound and flinching.

"What? When did you get here?"

"About an hour ago. There were others who could clean up the scene, so I finished quickly."

"If you came an hour ago... you mean you arrived earlier?"

"Yes, you two were chatting so excitedly that I waited in the lobby. Wondering when you'd come out."

I had no idea.
I was so caught up in our conversation that I didn't even know he'd arrived.

Were we really that engrossed in our talk?
Feeling a bit embarrassed, I blinked and said:

"You could have just come in."

"I was walking by and heard my name. I figured nothing good would come from listening, so I turned around and left."

I nodded at his understandable response.
Looking at me, Hyun sighed deeply and said:

"Let's get in. People are waiting downstairs."

"Ah, right. I forgot because I was so surprised."

I got into the elevator, pressed the button for the first floor, and leaned against the corner.
The elevator quickly reached the first floor.

As we entered the lobby, Hyun turned to look at me.
From his serious expression without any hint of playfulness, I could guess what he was about to say.

"When you first said you wanted to talk to Sia, I was honestly worried."

Sure enough, Sia's name came up.
I sighed deeply and nodded.

"Understandably so. I did say things like 'better off dead' right after learning her identity."

"Honestly, when I heard that from you, I seriously considered refusing."

"But you still allowed it."

"More precisely, you indulged my childish request. You didn't actually need my permission or even have to ask for my opinion. I'm really grateful for that."

The more I see him, the more similar they are.
I smiled as Hyun bowed his head slightly.

"If you had blindly defended her, I would have pushed back. But you didn't, so I tried to be as accommodating as I could."

"I see," Hyun nodded and then sighed with a different meaning before asking:

"So... what do you think of Sia?"

"About Sia..."

At Hyun's question, I recalled each aspect of the child that I'd observed during our conversation.
The way she honestly expressed her emotions, how she expressed gratitude regardless of her personal feelings.

And how she unexpectedly opened her heart easily, while being aware of her dangerous nature and trying to be careful.
Even when I deliberately changed the subject, she didn't press me to talk about her grandmother first, showing self-control.

Considering all these observations, my conclusion was...

"She's a good kid. A kind child. If she hadn't been caught up in the Gate, if she hadn't become a monster... she could have been my junior or your colleague."

"So, does that mean she passes?"

I smiled at how nervous he looked—this guy who had remained calm even during his S-Class promotion evaluation.
He really cares deeply. I sighed and nodded.

"Yes, she passes. I'll control the information about Sia's identity as much as I can from my end. We'll put everything about her on hold for a while."

"Thank goodness..."

"That's the same reaction Sia had when she heard her grandmother was safe."

As I said this while looking at him, Hyun smiled faintly at me.
I smiled back at his seemingly lighter appearance.

"Just as her grandmother is family to Sia, Sia is family to me."

She's my only family now.
Hyun said this with a smile, but to me, that smile seemed heavier than ever before.

Since I knew exactly how heavy that smile was, I couldn't speak carelessly.
After all, I understood the feelings of someone who had lost family members right before their eyes.

"Ah, don't tell Sia about this. She'll feel burdened."

"Are you saying that as a childhood friend? Or... as a man?"

When I couldn't help but ask, Hyun, who had been quiet, slowly raised his head to look at me.
With an expression that seemed to say "What did I just hear?"—similar to Sia's earlier look—he blinked at me.

*Did I say something strange?*

While I was trying to read his puzzled expression, Hyun scratched his ear with his pinky finger.
It seemed like he was suggesting I had misheard something.

"...Did I mishear something..."

It wasn't just a suggestion—it was true.
Just as I was confused by his completely unexpected reaction, Hyun asked me:

"Noona, I think I misheard something. Could you please repeat that?"

"Um... I was asking if when you say Sia is family, you mean it as a childhood friend who feels like family, or as a man who wants to form a family—"

As I was continuing, Hyun suddenly grabbed both my shoulders.
Since he rarely initiated physical contact, this unexpected reaction made me flinch and look up.

Hyun's eyes were filled with... truly complex emotions that I couldn't describe, and they were shaking wildly.
Wondering why he was reacting this way, I blinked, and Hyun muttered in a low voice:

"Noona."

"Huh?"

"Listen carefully."

"Uh, um... okay."

After taking a deep breath, Hyun lowered his eyes and then dropped his head.
What on earth was he going to say—

"Yu Sia is actually a man."

"Yeah. Yeah...? Huh...??"

Wait, what?
What did he say?

Did I mishear something?

—I told you that you can call me Unnie, right?
—That's... I'm uncomfortable with that...
—Why would I like him!?
—Why would I like that dark bastard!?

Suddenly, numerous pieces of information rushed through my mind and started falling into place.
And the conclusion was...

"...He's really a man?"

"Yes. He's really a man."

"..."

After hearing those words, I couldn't close my mouth until I got home.

Ch.24 - Rehabilitation Therapy (1)
A few days later, Choi Hyun visited in the evening as usual and told me that Grandmother had been discharged from the hospital and arrived safely at home.
I already knew she was safe, but I had been anxious because there was no way to get any updates after that. Hearing she was back home put my mind at ease.

The next morning, I had a consultation with a psychiatrist, presumably after completing my depression screening.
When I entered the consultation room, the Doctor who was already seated gestured for me to sit down.

The Doctor explained that the testing itself had been completed some time ago, but it took a while to schedule the consultation because all the appointment slots were filled.
Anyway, the Doctor said that many of my responses among the 255 questions indicated severe depression.

Normally, antidepressants would be prescribed immediately, but because of my monster characteristics, they wanted to do a consultation first...

"...Hmm. I think we need to redo the test."

That's what the Doctor said after about an hour of consultation.
The reason being that patients with severe depression typically appear visibly depressed even during consultations, but I didn't seem that way.

The consultation wasn't rushed—it was a full hour—so I couldn't really argue with the conclusion.
Not that I wanted to argue anyway.

*Good enough for me.*

If the Doctor says I don't have depression, what could I possibly say about it?
It's not like depression is something you can have just because you want to.

"This... sudden change in results isn't common. Considering the characteristics of people who've undergone Kaijuification, the change is too dramatic for me to make a hasty judgment."

"So I should take the test again?"

I tilted my head as I asked, and the Doctor sighed while flipping through the test papers, scratching their head with the end of a pen.
I felt a bit awkward, like I'd caused some trouble.

...But I'm not depressed.
Recently, only good things have happened...

Well, there were some bad things too, but Choi Hyun resolved them...
I glanced at the Doctor's monitor as they typed away.

I couldn't make out what was written.
It looked like chicken scratch.

"Hmm... Well, based on our consultation, you don't seem depressed, so yes. Let's have you take the test again and monitor your progress."

"So I'll take the test again, but what about medication?"

"Do you need it?"

"Um... I don't think I really need it."

When I answered honestly, the Doctor nodded and typed on the keyboard.
With a tap of the enter key, the Doctor leaned back in the chair and smiled.

"That's good. It's better not to take medication if you can avoid it. Nothing better than getting better without drugs."

"Yes. So are we done?"

"Yes, we're done. I'll send the test form to your room later, so please complete it and bring it back."

"Thank you for your time."

I bowed and left the consultation room.
How did it feel to be diagnosed as not having depression? Well, it felt like nothing special.

I should say it wasn't anything extraordinary.
I wasn't happy or relieved.

Just an "Oh, I see" kind of feeling, that's all.
The only thing that came to mind was that I now had something new to tell Choi Hyun today.

—*You like Choi Hyun, don't you?*

Seo Ha-Young's words suddenly popped into my head, making me shudder.
Am I crazy? Have I really lost my mind? Why would I like him?

Right. I absolutely don't like him romantically.
Of course, he did look cool when he saved Grandmother, and when he told me to trust him as he leaped up.

But honestly, any guy would find that cool.
This is admiration, not affection.

Most importantly:

*I just don't have any friends besides him.*

That's right.
I don't have friends.

More precisely, he's the only friend who knows what I look like now.
...Strange, why do I feel bad?

I shook my head to clear these useless thoughts and pressed the elevator button.
After waiting briefly, the elevator doors opened with a ding.

Inside were a child in hospital clothes and a woman who appeared to be the child's mother.
I was a bit surprised to see people in the elevator, as I usually moved around at times when no one else was about.

But I couldn't just stand there holding the elevator, so I awkwardly stepped inside.
Now I needed to press a button...

*...It's too unsightly to do in front of people.*

Conscious of the child staring at me and the woman glancing at my hands and horns, I carefully made a fist, keeping my nails from touching my arm, and pressed the button.
I pressed 7 and removed my hand.

[4] [8]
[3] [7]

Fewer buttons were pressed than when I used the back of my hand last time, but still quite a few were activated.

"..."

Damn these hands.
If only my feet were bigger instead—

*But that would be awful in its own way.*

Like Bigfoot or something.
Or a penguin?

As I blinked absently, imagining myself waddling around with huge feet, I had to tighten my lips to keep from laughing.
While I was pressed into the corner trying to hold back my laughter...

"Noona!"

"Huh?"

I turned around at the voice behind me to see it was the child who had been staring at me.
I hadn't expected to be addressed, so I blinked in surprise as the child pointed at my wings with innocent eyes.

"Are those real?"

"Jeong Do-Yun! I'm sorry, miss. He's still too young to know better..."

Before I could respond, the child's mother scolded him.
Knowing that children naturally can't contain their curiosity, and not feeling particularly offended, I waved my hand dismissively.

"No, it's fine. Don't worry about it."

The child, who had been sulking after being scolded, brightened up when I waved my hand and looked at it with sparkling eyes.
While I wasn't particularly fond of children, I didn't dislike them either, so I carefully moved my wings.

Of course, I didn't fully spread them—that would have wrecked the elevator in such a confined space—but just moved them up and down a bit.
Even that was enough to satisfy the child, who exclaimed "Whoa!" and stomped his feet excitedly.

"Noona, you're so cool!"

I chuckled at the sight of him giving me two thumbs up.
The child's mother bowed her head in gratitude, and I smiled awkwardly as I wrapped my wings back around my waist.

Just then, the elevator stopped with a ding.
After checking the floor, the mother bowed to me once more and left the elevator.

"Bye, cool noona!"

I waved lightly at the child who was energetically waving goodbye.
Then the elevator doors closed, and it continued upward.

Fortunately, the floor they got off at was either all the way down or just one floor up, so there was no back-and-forth hassle.
When I returned to my room, I took off my shoes and climbed onto the bed.

"Cool noona, huh..."

It would have been better if I'd been called "hyung" instead.
I smiled bitterly at the thought, then sat up and turned on the TV using the remote with my foot.

With all the practice, I could now operate the remote with my foot almost as well as with my hand.
Of course, unlike hands, feet get cramped more easily after a bit of use.

As I pressed the channel buttons looking for something worth watching, I felt my sole starting to tingle, so I relaxed my foot.

*Maybe I should practice using my hands too...*

While watching a documentary on TV, I wiggled my fingers and carefully tried to pick up the remote.
"Pick up" might not be the right word—more like "envelop"—but anyway, the moment I gently grasped the remote.

Crunch—

The part where my nails touched got dented, but thanks to good control of my strength, it only left small nail marks.
This might actually work... As I was carefully lifting the remote—

Slide—

"Yu Sia?"

CRACK!

"Oh."

Startled by the sudden voice, I unconsciously squeezed my hand, and the poor remote shattered into pieces.
I stared blankly at the broken remote in my hand, then turned to look at the person who had entered the room.

It was none other than the Nurse.
Come to think of it, besides Choi Hyun, only nurses or doctors would visit.

I slowly blinked and asked the Nurse:

"Do I have to pay for this?"

"No, it's covered by insurance, so don't worry."

"Ah..."

Of course, it would be natural to pay for something I broke...

Insurance?

"Insurance?"

"Yes. Most patients who undergo Kaijuification have trouble controlling their strength and often break things. So when you're admitted, you're enrolled in insurance that covers damages up to a certain amount."

"There's insurance for that?"

"Yes. It came out about three years ago. Anyway, I'll replace the broken remote with a new one after you finish your tests."

Even though it was covered by insurance, my conscience pricked at how kind she was despite me destroying hospital property.

"I'm sorry."

"No need to apologize. Now then, shall we get started with the test?"

I nodded and began the test with the Nurse's help.
The questions weren't much different from the previous test, and I didn't have much to think about, so I was able to finish quickly.

After completing the test and organizing the papers, the Nurse stood up and suddenly seemed to remember something.

"Oh, right. I noticed earlier that you were trying to practice using your hands, weren't you?"

"Ah, yes. I was trying to use my hands because my feet keep cramping from overuse..."

"I see. Then I'll mention rehabilitation therapy to the doctor."

"Rehabilitation therapy?"

"You can't go on without using your hands forever, can you? Oh, look at the time. Well then, I'll be going now. Get some rest."

The Nurse left the room with the test papers.
Rehabilitation therapy...

*I wonder if I could use my hands again with proper therapy...*

Just as I was thinking that, my eyes fell on the broken remote, and I sighed.

"She said she'd bring a new remote..."

I hope she doesn't forget...
As always, my bad premonitions never failed to come true, and I ended up watching documentaries until Choi Hyun came to visit me.

Still, I was satisfied because it was quite interesting.
A story about extinct ancient creatures? How could I resist that?

Ch.25 - Rehabilitation Therapy (2)
[This is an exciting moment. The research team has decided to dive into the unexplored deep sea for their research. A journey to the deep sea is infinitely dangerous. The research team slowly and carefully—]

I've been watching documentaries for eight hours straight.
At first, I thought, "I can't stand this," but enjoyed it anyway. Now even this has become boring.

The subject matter itself is interesting enough that I'm hanging in there. Otherwise, I would've just fallen asleep with the TV on.
Thanks to these documentaries, I've learned about the secrets of ancient Mayan ruins, the identities of Egyptian mummies, hidden temples beneath the desert, Cambrian and Ordovician creatures, and more...

I've heard plenty of stories that are completely useless in everyday life.
Listening to them for eight hours straight was a bit torturous, though.

[The research team has finally reached the area at a depth of 2,000 meters, also called the Midnight Zone. Since no sunlight can reach there, organisms have light-emitting organs, which we call bioluminescence—]

*Wow... Do they really look like that?*

While I'm absentmindedly watching deep-sea fish as if I'm at an aquarium, the door to the hospital room slides open.
There's only one person who would come at this hour.

"I'm here."

Sure enough, it was Choi Hyun who opened the door and came in.
He must have had a lot of work today; he looked tired as he sighed deeply and plopped down in the chair.

"Wow, it's a goblin shark."

"What?"

I pointed at the TV as Hyun blinked at me in confusion.
When Hyun looked at the TV and saw the goblin shark showing its face, he frowned deeply.

I giggled at his expression, and Hyun let out an "Ah" of exasperation.

"That thing looks like you."

I knew something weird was coming, but I couldn't contain my curiosity.
On the TV, a dumbo octopus that looked somewhat like an egg was swimming.

"With something attached to its head, yellow, and tiny as a mouse dropping—just like you."

"I'll kill you, seriously."

Even as he said that, he was chuckling. Then, quietly laughing, Hyun sighed imperceptibly and leaned against the wall.
To others, it might just look like he was leaning against the wall, but I could tell.

If he had openly sighed deeply while leaning, I would have thought he was tired and let it go.
But the fact that he was trying to hide his sigh meant he was conscious of not wanting me to worry.

The conclusion was that there was something bothering him again.
I inwardly sighed as I watched Hyun staring blankly at the TV, then turned my eyes back to the screen.

*Even if I ask, he probably won't tell me...*

After pondering briefly, I decided to just ask directly.

"Did something happen?"

"Huh?"

Sure enough, whatever he was lost in thought about, Hyun made a dumbfounded sound and looked my way.
Yeah, I was wondering why it was so quiet.

As I looked at him with half-closed eyes, Hyun scratched his head and answered.

"No, I'm just a bit tired."

I thought I might have been mistaken, but after hearing that answer, I was certain.
For someone who has nothing but stamina to say he's tired? Then just how big of an issue must it be for those words to come out of that Energizer Bunny's mouth?

"Something definitely happened."

When I spoke with certainty, Hyun smiled bitterly.

"What makes you say that?"

"Hero stuff, right? Hero stuff."

"...You mean you can't tell me?"

"I mean I can't tell civilians."

"I see."

I was curious about what was going on, but if it was something he couldn't tell civilians, not just me specifically, then there was nothing I could do.
Besides, he already had enough on his mind making him tired, and I didn't want to add unnecessary burdens.

Oh, but I should tell him about that.

"Oh, right. Hey, Hyun."

"Yeah?"

"I got my depression test results."

"Really? What did they say?"

"Severe depression, apparently."

I said it as if it was no big deal, but as soon as I mentioned it, Hyun's intense gaze fixed on me.
It was obvious he had misunderstood, so I raised my hands in a calming gesture.

"What are you talking about? Severe depression? Since when?"

"Hey, hey, calm down. I had a consultation about it today."

"What did the doctor say?"

"That I'm fine? After about an hour of consultation, the doctor said it doesn't seem like depression. And that we should test again and monitor the progress."

Hyun finally seemed a bit relieved as he sighed deeply and nodded.
He looked better than before, but still had a complicated expression, so I wanted to cheer him up a bit.

"Oh, and I'm going to start rehabilitation therapy too."

"Rehabilitation therapy?"

"Yeah. I can't just use my feet forever. I said my feet might cramp up after using the remote control."

When I lifted my leg and pushed my foot toward Hyun, he recoiled in horror and smacked my foot.

"Get that pig's trotter away from me!"

"Hahaha!"

I laughed first at the joke, and Hyun also smiled slightly.
Seeing his expression much improved from before, I thought, "That's better," and lowered my foot.

"If something's wrong, tell me. Don't just keep your mouth shut like that."

"I don't think you're the one who should be telling me that."

"Why does this bastard always have to act up even when I'm being nice?"

"That's not something you should be saying either."

"Ah, yes. Here's a fuck you."

I showed him my middle finger, and when Hyun showed his middle finger back, I raised both hands with middle fingers extended and then lowered them.
My hands are bigger, so I win.

After that, Hyun and I fell silent, watching the documentary on TV.
We were both quiet, just watching TV, but it wasn't uncomfortable.

The cursing and hitting each other?
That's just our normal.

Maybe it's because we've known each other for so long, but it felt like watching TV with family.
Maybe Hyun visits me every day because of this comfort too.

As we spent time watching TV without saying anything, the sun had set before we knew it.
Looking out the window and checking the time, Hyun sighed and stretched as he got up from his seat.

"Uuuugh!! Phew! I should get going now."

Relieved to see his expression and mood much better than before, I leaned back against the bed's headrest.

"Home?"

"Of course, I have to go to work tomorrow too."

"Heroes have it tough, huh."

"You have to struggle to be a hero."

Hyun said something cool and laughed refreshingly.
...I don't mean he's attractive as a romantic interest, just that his professional dedication is admirable.

—*You really like Hyun—*

Noona, please leave.
I pushed away the voice that popped into my head and got out of bed.

"Let's go, I'll walk you to the first floor."

"I came by car, so I'm going to B1, you know?"

He could have just said "okay," but I shook my head at the tactless Hyun.

"I need to go get a remote control anyway."

"Why do you need a remote?"

"I tried to hold it with my hands and ended up breaking it."

"I see. You should control your strength better."

"I'm sure it'll be fine after rehabilitation therapy."

I shrugged and got into the elevator.
I got off at the first floor, and Hyun went down to B1.

"I'm off. Do well in your rehab."

"Yeah, I'll handle it fine, so go on."

"You're really unlikable till the end."

We said goodbye with one last joke, and that's how we parted.

"Now I need to go get that remote control."

I'm sick of documentaries now.

* * *

[1]

[B1]

Ding—

"..."

Having descended to the basement, I sighed deeply as I got out of the elevator.
The problems I could momentarily forget while with Sia began to resurface as soon as we parted.

When I was with Sia, I could be the human Choi Hyun, but without Sia, I had to be the S-Class Hero Choi Hyun.

With a bitter taste in my mouth, I leaned back in my car seat and put a cigarette between my lips.

*It can't be bipolar disorder.*

The test results said severe depression, but the consultation showed nothing abnormal.
They say it's better to be safe than sorry, but this wasn't a normal result.

I already had a lot to think about, and now thinking about Sia's situation made my head even more complicated.
As I was about to light up as usual, I remembered Sia sitting in the hospital room and broke the cigarette in half.

"Haah..."

I tilted my head back and sighed.
After a moment, just as I was about to start the car and leave—

—♪

My phone, attached to the mount, started ringing.
After starting the engine, I answered the call and heard Noona's voice.

[Sorry for calling so late, are you available to talk now?]

"Yes, it's fine."

[It's about the clown mark we saw during that train incident.]

The topic that had been giving me headaches for the past few days came from Noona's lips.
Thinking "here it comes" while feeling my chest tighten, I reached for the canned coffee in the cup holder.

The strong smell of cigarettes wafted up as I opened it, so I closed it again.

*I forgot I hadn't thrown this out yet.*

[Are you listening?]

Hearing Noona's voice through the phone, I put down the coffee and answered.

"Yes, I'm listening."

[Just as you said, when we checked the scene, we found the clown mark on the fragments. It's definitely him.]

"I thought he died in that incident back then..."

[Those guys are pretty persistent. Sigh... Anyway, we're tracking his movements as much as possible, but the last trace we found was a photo taken in Beijing three weeks ago.]

So that's where he went—overseas.
That means he was hiding abroad and has just started moving again.

*Wait a minute...*

The timeframe of three weeks suddenly struck me.
After the major incident, a Harmageddon executive who was thought to be dead has started moving again.

"Three weeks ago..."

I trailed off, not wanting to say it out loud, but the puzzle pieces naturally fit together in my mind.
Three weeks ago was when we raided the abandoned hospital used by Harmageddon executives. And that day was also...

[Their target is Sia.]

The day we rescued Sia from Harmageddon's research facility.

Ch.26 - Rehabilitation Therapy (3)
Time passed, and the next morning arrived.
Perhaps because the previous examination had shown severe depression, the results of the second test came out in less than 24 hours, and I was immediately scheduled for counseling.

Unlike last time, I headed to the counseling room an hour earlier and went through about two hours of consultation.
At the end of that session, the doctor's diagnosis was this:

"Hmm... It appears to be acute stress disorder."

"Acute stress disorder?"

"Yes. At first I suspected bipolar disorder due to the sudden changes, but bipolar disorder isn't something that can be easily diagnosed in such a short period. Considering your special circumstances, I've concluded it's depression caused by acute stress disorder rather than bipolar disorder."

I see...
I nodded as if I understood, but I only comprehended about half of it.

Acute stress disorder comes from experiencing a lot of stress, and bipolar disorder... well, I'm not sure about that one.
As I blinked while listening, the Doctor looked at me and explained again slowly.

Acute stress disorder is an anxiety disorder that occurs after experiencing trauma or shocking events, which was similar to what I had thought.
I've certainly had too many shocking events recently.

Just the way my body has changed is stressful enough, and then being told that ten years have passed, and what happened to Grandmother...
As I was thinking about it, I shuddered at the memory I didn't want to recall.

"Then what is bipolar disorder?"

"It's one of the emotional disorders also known as manic depression. It's a condition where you feel extremely good, then suddenly become extremely depressed."

Ah, now I understand.
I know about manic depression. I remember seeing it in a documentary yesterday.

What was it called... something like "The Invisible Strings That Guide Mind and Body"—that was probably the title.
It was a helpful program that made my mind alert after being relaxed by nature documentaries.

"As I mentioned earlier, bipolar episodes—or rather, the cycle between good and bad moods—need to be observed over time, so it's not something that can be easily diagnosed."

"So I don't have bipolar disorder, right?"

"We'll need to monitor your condition, but that's correct for now."

I nodded at the Doctor's words and asked with a lighter heart:

"Then how can I recover from this stress disorder?"

"Since it's caused by sudden shock, there's no specific treatment method. Talking with someone you can rely on, light physical contact like hugs for psychological stability, going out for light walks or drives to get positive external stimulation, eating food you enjoy or delicious meals, getting quality sleep, and avoiding stress as much as possible—those would be my recommendations."

In simple terms, hang out with friends, eat well, relieve yourself properly, and sleep well.
Things I'm good at.

"Do I need to take medication?"

"I could prescribe something, but in your case, since you have friends and family you can lean on, and you're not showing symptoms of depression, I think it would be better to alleviate your condition through the methods I mentioned rather than medication."

This time I truly understood and nodded.
After checking the test results one last time and nodding, the Doctor looked at me and asked:

"I heard you're starting rehabilitation therapy today, is that right?"

"Ah, yes."

"Focusing on something will help a lot with your treatment. I hope you do well."

"Yes."

As I nodded and smiled, the Doctor bowed slightly in return.

"Thank you for your time during this long consultation."

"Thank you for your work as well."

Instead of replying, the Doctor nodded and smiled.
After finishing the consultation, I pressed the elevator button as usual, and soon the doors opened.

Inside the elevator was the little kid I saw yesterday.
I was a bit surprised to meet two days in a row, but I didn't mind, so I greeted first.

"Hello."

"Oh my, we meet again."

"Ah! It's the cool Noona! Hello!"

I was quite pleased that both the child and his mother greeted me with smiles.
As I was about to press a button, I blinked when I saw that the 7th floor was already selected.

"You're going to the 7th floor, right? I pressed it for you since your hands seemed uncomfortable. Was that presumptuous of me?"

"What? No, not at all. It wasn't presumptuous at all."

"Hehe, I'm glad."

The child's mother nodded with an elegant smile at my waving hands.
We seem to meet around the same time, just like yesterday.

"You must be here for tests at this hour."

"Hehe, no. It's not for tests. My child is so energetic that he can't sit still unless we go for a walk. So we always come out for a walk around this time."

"Oh... a walk..."

The mention of walks reminded me of the Doctor's advice about going for walks or drives.

"Then you must go for walks often."

"Yes, since my child is so full of energy. Hehe."

"Then you must know good walking paths."

"Oh my... I've been there so often, how could I not know?"

"Ah, could you recommend some nice walking paths?"

"That's no trouble at all. There's a path behind the hospital. The landscaping is really well done, and there are benches here and there to rest. It's a single path, so you won't get lost."

"Oh..."

"And besides that path..."

Just as we were about to continue our conversation, the elevator stopped with a ding.

"Oh my, we've arrived already. The cherry blossom path in front of the hospital is also beautiful, so make sure to visit."

"Mom, let's go quickly! It's time for Mecha Hero!"

"Alright, alright. I got it. Say goodbye to the Noona first."

"Ah, bye Noona~!"

The child, who had been stomping his feet impatiently, quickly waved his hand and dashed out of the elevator. I was about to wave back but lowered my hand.
All kids are like that at that age. I leaned against the elevator wall with a smirk.

"A single path behind the hospital..."

I should remember that.
Since it wasn't difficult to remember, I just kept it in mind and got off at the 7th floor when I arrived.

Back in my room, I took off my shoes as usual, climbed onto the bed, and turned on the TV.
After that, I watched TV, ate lunch, and started the rehabilitation therapy we had discussed yesterday.

The rehabilitation therapy wasn't anything special.
I thought they might attach some strange machine to my hands, but they just gave me huge crayons that fit my hand size.

Really. Where do they even find these things?
As I blinked at the crayons, a Nurse came and said:

"You'll practice controlling your strength by writing and drawing with these, and we'll gradually reduce the size as you get used to it. Can you do that?"

"Ah, yes."

"Good. The beginning is difficult, but it gets easier with practice. Let's start one by one, shall we?"

Following the Nurse's kind guidance, I nodded and started writing with the crayons.
At first, it felt awkward, like children's drawing play, but I got used to it as time passed.

No, I even started to find it a bit fun.
Later, I began writing various things without the Nurse's instructions.

...I just wish the Nurse hadn't looked at me like I was an adorable child.
Anyway, the crayons were softer than I expected, so they either got fingernail marks or shaved off when I didn't control my strength properly.

But on the other hand, because they were crayons, they only got slightly deformed or shaved a bit when pressed by my nails.
If they had been pencils, pens, or colored pencils, they would have broken long ago.

'There's a reason they specifically use crayons.'

With that thought, I focused hard on the rehabilitation therapy.
I was so engrossed in the hour-long therapy that when the Nurse was about to leave, I asked her to leave the crayons and sketchbook.

It's not that I suddenly rediscovered my inner child and enjoyed drawing.
I was satisfied that I could do something with these hands besides destroying things, that they could be used for purposes other than breaking.

I filled one page of the sketchbook with letters, tried hard to draw a tree but ended up with something that looked like broccoli, and drew people that looked like they were drawn by a 7-year-old child. What should I draw next? What should I write next? I kept drawing with such thoughts.

Ah, maybe I'll try drawing that.
I grabbed a crayon, recalling an ancient creature documentary that suddenly came to mind.

'This... might turn out better than anything I've drawn so far.'

Either thanks to all the practice or because it was an easy animal to draw, it was turning out quite well.
While I was completely focused on drawing, I heard a sliding sound.

"I'm back."

"Shut your mouth, I'm creating a masterpiece here."

Now... two circles here, then another circle inside each of them. One triangle... a streamlined body with a tail...

"Done!"

"What are you doing?"

I turned my head at the voice from beside me and met Choi Hyun's eyes.

"What? When did you get here?"

"Just now. But what is that? A missile?"

"What are you talking about? It's a fish."

"No way. What kind of fish looks like that? No fins, and why is the mouth triangular?"

"These are the fins, see."

"What... no matter how I look at it, it just looks like an extremely long tadpole."

I burst into laughter at that ridiculous accusation.
What? A tadpole?

"Hah... this is why ignorant people just don't get it."

"I mean, what kind of fish in the world looks like that?"

"Sacabam..."

Ah, I bit my tongue.
After clicking my tongue and licking my lips, I frowned and continued:

"Shacabambaphiph, you idiot..."

"Sacabambaspis..."

Choi Hyun took out his phone, typed diligently, and then looked back and forth between my drawing and his phone with wide eyes.
After blinking for a while, he burst into laughter.

"You actually drew it perfectly."

"Hmph."

See? What did I tell you?

I giggled and tore out the drawing of the Sacabam... Sacabasbam... Scabam...

...Sacabambaspis and decorated my bedside with it.

Ch.27 - Rehabilitation Therapy (4)
Drawing pictures is really fun.
It's a simple task of putting the images in my head onto paper, and when it's done, I have my own drawing left behind—a somewhat productive activity.

Of course... due to some bug in a certain part of my brain, I input "Let's draw a fish!" but the output is "Is this... supposed to be a fish?"
Am I just bad at drawing? No. It's definitely because of the bug. And if my hands were normal, I could draw much better pictures.

Really.
I'm serious.

...Well, it doesn't matter if it's not true. In the end, as long as I can recognize it and be satisfied, that's what counts.
Yeah, it's all about self-satisfaction anyway.

"All done."

After finishing another drawing while thinking these useless thoughts, I cut it cleanly with my fingernail and decorated it at my bedside.
I've been drawing a lot lately and doing various other rehabilitation therapies, so I've gotten used to drawing with crayons, and I can even pick up and move paper with my fingernails.

Riiip—

"Ah."

Of course, the moment I slip up and misjudge my strength, it tears like this...
Looking at the giraffe drawing that tore along my fingernail, I sighed deeply, threw the paper in the trash, and looked back.

Before I knew it, I had accumulated quite a collection of drawings.
And among them, my favorite is the drawing of the Sacabambaspis.

"Heh."

I can pronounce it well now.
Sacabambaspis, Sacabambaspis.

"Sacabam—"

Shit.
I stuck out my tingling tongue and frowned.

"What are you doing?"

"Huh?"

I turned around and met Hyun's eyes, who had come in without me noticing.
Glancing at the clock, it was only 4 PM. He's about two or three hours earlier than usual. What's he doing here at this time?

"Why are you sticking your tongue out?"

"I bit my tongue."

This time I must have bitten it harder because I could taste blood.
Rolling my tongue around in my mouth, I stuck it out in disgust at the metallic taste.

"Again? Why do you keep biting your tongue?"

"I'm fine when I'm just talking normally, but whenever I try to pronounce something difficult, I end up biting it without realizing."

"You bite your tongue because you can't pronounce something? What are you, a cartoon character?"

I frowned at Hyun as he burst into laughter.
Cartoon character, my ass. Does he know how much this bothers me?

"You think I want to bite it? Ever since my body became like this, pronouncing things like Sacabam... Saca-bam-bas-pis has been strangely difficult."

"That's difficult for you?"

"It's because my tongue is long."

I didn't know it myself, but I found out during a comprehensive medical examination when they checked my teeth. My tongue is much longer than average.
So when I speak for too long or try to pronounce difficult words, I end up biting my tongue.

*I didn't realize it at first, but I found out thanks to Sacabambaspis.*

While I was thinking this, Hyun raised an eyebrow at me.

"Your tongue is long? How long could it possibly be?"

"Want to see?"

I stuck out my tongue.
Without even opening my mouth wide or extending it fully, my tongue reached my chin.

"Haha, tongue thoo long."

"Ugh, that's disgusting."

I pulled my tongue back in as Hyun recoiled with a grimace of contempt.
Seriously, did he need to react that strongly? And he's the one who asked to see it, so why is he acting like that?

"You asshole, you asked to see it, so why are you freaking out?"

"When did I ask you to show me, you crazy bastard!"

Did he?
After thinking about it carefully, I concluded that what Hyun said was basically asking to see it.

"That's what you meant."

"No, just... forget it."

Shaking his head, Hyun sighed deeply and pulled out a chair to sit down.
He looked less tired than before, but still quite exhausted, which concerned me a bit.

"So, what's up this time?"

"There you go again."

"No, I'm just asking because you came early today, so I thought something might be going on."

"Work finished early. And I came early because I have something to tell you."

I wondered what he needed to say.
I was worried it might be something serious again, but he didn't look as grave as last time, which was somewhat reassuring.

*But if it's something he came to say right after work, it can't be just casual conversation...*

With that thought, I mentally prepared myself.
After sighing deeply once more, Hyun looked me straight in the eye and said:

"I won't be able to visit for a while."

"Oh, for fuck's sake."

I thought he was going to tell me something important with that serious face, but...
I sighed deeply and leaned back against the bed headboard.

Hyun chuckled at my reaction and leaned against the wall.

"So? Why can't you come?"

"What other reason would there be? It's work, of course."

He shrugged as he said this.
When he says work, he means Hero work...

"Is it that thing you couldn't talk about before?"

"Yeah. That."

"Must be pretty serious. Is it dangerous?"

"Not enough for you to worry about, so don't."

Hyun smiled slightly as he said this and got up from his seat.
It wasn't just standing up—it seemed like he was about to leave, which made me blink in surprise.

"What, you're leaving already?"

"I have to work my ass off starting tomorrow, so I should head home and rest. Play some games, get some sleep."

I sat up straight when I heard the word from Hyun's mouth.
Games.

Right, why had I forgotten about that?
The very thing that had tanked my mock exams and midterm and final grades in high school.

"Games? What games?"

"Huh? The usual ones I always play."

"The ones from 10 years ago? League and stuff like that? That hasn't died yet?"

"It's starting to wobble a bit, but it's still going strong."

"Ah, I was really good at jungle back then. Is bottom still meta? It must have changed a lot in 10 years, right? Are there more new champions? The last one I remember is Aphelios—bleh, anyway, the one with the changing guns—"

"Hey, hey, hey. Calm down, calm down."

I closed my mouth at Hyun's interruption as I was rattling off words.
Only then did I realize how excited I'd gotten. I rolled my tingling tongue around in my mouth and blinked.

"Game talk is fine, but you got too excited."

I mumbled and nodded, looking down at my hands.
Come to think of it, I wouldn't be able to play games with these hands.

Forget holding a mouse—if I tried to press keys on a keyboard with these hands, I'd end up pressing all sorts of wrong keys at once.
As my excitement subsided, things I hadn't seen before started to become apparent.

Feeling a bit bitter, I smacked my lips and leaned back again.

"You're right. I've been so preoccupied that I got excited remembering something I hadn't thought about. But now I'm disappointed too."

"Disappointed? ...Oh."

Hyun paused briefly at the word "disappointed," then let out a sigh.
I gave a bitter smile and waved my hand as Hyun's gaze fell on it.

"I can't play games with these hands."

"...It would be difficult."

To lighten the suddenly dampened mood, I stretched my arms forward, gently clenching and unclenching my large hands while sighing deeply.

"Sigh... I used to enjoy making fun of that eternal Bronze player, but now what am I supposed to do..."

For the record, this isn't a joke but the honest truth.
That guy Hyun, his reactions when I teased him about being Bronze were so funny...

As I was thinking this and sighing, Hyun frowned and retorted:

"Hey, you were stuck in Gold forever too."

"Whatever, Bronze."

I won.
Thinking I'd shut him up, I chuckled smugly.

That's when Hyun looked at me with a sly grin.
Wondering what was up, I watched as he quickly operated his phone and showed me a screen.

[Challenger 790LP]

The screen displayed the emblem of the highest rank in the league, along with text saying "top 0.008 percent."

"Yeah~ I'm Challenger now."

"What? Bullshit. You bought that account."

"Hey, do you think just anyone can be an S-Class Hero? At my level, being Challenger is the bare minimum."

I wanted to argue with Hyun's confident smile, but I had nothing to say.
As he said, being an S-Class Hero wasn't something just anyone could do, and with my Gold rank, I couldn't possibly argue with a Challenger.

But if we're talking human to human, not about games, I have plenty to say.

"Playing games at your age."

"Are you bringing up age because you've got nothing left to say about the game!?"

"Yes, old man~"

"We're the same age on paper, you know!?"

"I'm young. You're old. Now that I look closely, your hairline seems to be receding a bit?"

"What did you say? You're too short, I can't hear you. Can you speak from higher up?"

"Come down here, you bastard, and I'll shout right in your ear."

First games, then age, then height.
We continued arguing over trivial things.

Of course, halfway through, it changed from arguing to just chatting about random stuff.
Anyway, Hyun forgot he said he was leaving, and I forgot about the games.

We kept talking and laughing for a long time, only stopping when a nurse came with the dinner tray in the evening.
Meeting the nurse's eyes, Hyun's eyes widened, and after checking the time, he scratched his head.

"I really need to go now. I got distracted talking and stayed too long."

"Alright, go."

Gathering his things, Hyun stretched his neck and then let out a sigh as if remembering something.
I was looking glumly at the tray full of vegetables when I turned to Hyun at his sigh.

"The keyboards and mice made specially for Heroes are much sturdier and bigger than regular ones. When you finish rehab well, I'll get you one as a gift."

Those words lit a fire under me.

"Hey. Get the keyboard and mouse ready in advance, because I'm going to finish rehab soon."

"Finish your rehab first, then we'll talk. Let's play games together. I'll carry you."

Gold noob.
Hyun said that, really lighting a fire under me, and then left as if running away.

"Damn..."

...I lost.

Ch.28 - A Walk (1)
Drawing a picture essentially means sitting in one place without moving.
Well, unless you're creating some enormous masterpiece or something like that.

Honestly, no one could argue with this.
Who would draw while running or walking? Every line matters in a drawing.

The reason I'm suddenly bringing this up...

"It's great that you're working hard on your rehabilitation, but don't you think it might be good to move around a bit?"

[In the quiet dawn when the wind can be heard, while everyone else sleeps, an old man—]

One day, as I was drawing with a documentary channel playing in the background as usual.
It was because of what the nurse suddenly said.

"Pardon?"

"I'm just concerned that you've been staying in your room too much lately without moving around."

"Ah..."

True, I haven't left the room lately because I've been busy drawing.
Wait a minute, didn't they say I shouldn't move around without a guardian?

*I clearly remember that nurse telling me so.*

—I'm really sorry. Sia can't go outside alone right now

Looking into the distance and searching my memory, I recalled the nurse saying I couldn't go out without a guardian.
See? I was right. She said I couldn't go out alone.

"Didn't I need a guardian to go outside?"

"Huh? Oh, is that why you haven't been going out?"

Seeing the nurse's eyes widen in surprise, I guiltily averted my gaze.
How could I admit I'd completely forgotten until she mentioned going outside...

I moved my crayon back and forth as I answered.

"Well... that's not exactly why I haven't gone out."

And even after hearing that, I secretly tried to go out.
No, wait. I tried to go out but failed when I ran into Hyun, so it's basically the same as not going out.

Yeah. That's how it was.
I did nothing wrong.

Thinking this way to ease my mind, I continued speaking.

"I just haven't gone out because I've been enjoying drawing."

...Of course, I only thought this but didn't say it aloud.
Even that thought was just to soothe my guilty conscience, not my true feelings.

Honestly, who could say "You told me not to go out! It's not my fault!" to a nurse who brings your meals, helps you bathe, and takes care of everything?
Sure, there might be one or two people who would, but I'm not that shameless.

"Since I move around well enough and go up and down for various tests, I didn't think I needed to move around more."

This is sincere.
After finishing my psychological counseling, I've been walking a lot, going to dental, dermatology, orthopedics, and other departments.

My legs are already short, and the hospital is annoyingly huge, so I end up walking quite a bit.
But seriously, I'm genuinely curious.

The dental department is in Building A on the left end, and orthopedics is in Building D on the right end—who in their right mind schedules appointments for both on the same day?
I'm barely exaggerating when I say it felt like crossing a continent going back and forth.

While I was mentally complaining, the nurse smiled awkwardly and said:

"I said that because your tests weren't finished yet."

"Does that mean... I can walk around by myself now?"

"You can't leave without returning since you haven't been discharged yet, but it's fine to take light walks around this area."

Oh... finally got official permission.
I nodded with satisfaction at the permission that only required me to return.

"Then I'll go ahead. If you need anything besides sketchbooks, let me know. And make sure to tell someone before you go out. Understood?"

"Yes."

The nurse nodded at my response and left the room.
Left alone as usual, I stretched and leaned back against the bed, looking out the window.

Outside, many more flowers had bloomed than a few weeks ago, announcing that spring was in full swing.
Of course, there was also more pollen, making the window slightly hazy.

"A walk..."

Maybe because I was satisfied after going once with Grandmother, I hadn't thought much about taking walks afterward.
Perhaps I stopped feeling confined after moving around to different parts of the hospital, which diminished my desire for walks.

Looking down, I saw my drawing of a large whale and a large hand.
...Ah, there was an even bigger reason.

The main reason my thoughts of walking disappeared was definitely because I started drawing, which removed the frustration of not being able to use my hands.
No, that's definitely it.

Not being able to use your hands creates discomfort, and that discomfort becomes frustration.
And frustration makes you thirst for a sense of freedom.

But once I started drawing, the limitation of not being able to use my hands disappeared to some extent, so I didn't particularly feel like going out for walks.

"Ah."

Come to think of it, I never visited the walking path that lady I met in the elevator told me about.
She went out of her way to tell me, and I said I'd go, so it feels wrong not to...

*Should I go out?*

With this sudden thought, I checked the clock and saw it was 10 o'clock, then nodded.
Lunch is at 1, so that's roughly 3 hours.

*Three hours is more than enough for a walk.*

Nodding, I put aside my crayons and carefully cut out the completed whale drawing with my fingernail.
Remembering how I had torn up my previous giraffe drawing, I carefully picked it up with my fingernail to decorate my bedside like the other drawings.

However, since I had drawn quite a few pictures by now, when I moved—
More precisely, when the wings attached to my body moved—they created a breeze that scattered the drawings at my bedside.

"Oh!"

I reached out to catch the flying papers.
The situation was so sudden that I didn't think about my fingernails or controlling my strength, but somehow I managed to catch all the scattered papers.

"..."

The problem was that they were too damaged to be displayed anymore.
I blinked at the drawings that were torn by my fingernails and crumpled in my tight grip.

If they had been ordinary paper it might have been different, but since they were thick sketchbook pages, they were beyond salvation.
Or maybe even regular paper would have been ruined.

"Damn these hands."

Sighing deeply, I threw the ruined drawings in the trash, got down from the bed, hastily put on my shoes, and left the room.
Suddenly I really wanted to go for a walk. Seriously.

As I was striding out of the room, I returned because of the documentary sound from the TV.
I reached for the remote on the bed without thinking, but stopped abruptly when I saw my large hand.

I tried lifting my leg onto the bed out of laziness, but the remote got pushed further in by my foot.
In the end, I had to take off my shoes, climb up, and turn off the TV using my foot to operate the remote.

"These damn hands, seriously."

After turning off the TV and getting back down to put on my shoes, I left the room grumbling.
I told a nurse I happened to meet that I was going for a walk, then immediately took the elevator down to the first floor.

Maybe because it was a university hospital, the first floor was crowded despite it being a weekday.
Naturally, more gazes turned toward me, making me uncomfortable enough to quickly head outside.

"It's been five days..."

I narrowed my eyes and looked up at the bright sunny sky.
Whether teasing me or trying to cheer me up, the weather was perfect for walking—warm sunshine with a cool breeze.

After looking up at the sky for a moment, I started walking, recalling the path that child's mother had told me about in the elevator.
She definitely said it was a straight path behind the hospital... I should go to the opposite side of the entrance.

Rather than overthinking and giving myself a headache, I started walking with a simple mindset.
Walking doesn't have to be on a designated path, and finding the path is part of the walk too.

"It's pretty."

The cherry blossom path in front of the hospital in the distance and the neatly arranged small trees had their own charm.
I wasn't particularly interested in flowers and such, but even I thought they were pretty, which says it all.

As I walked, I felt my mood improving from the disappointment of ruining my drawings.
I thought it might be because of the flowers, but it was probably just the pleasant feeling of being in the sunlight.

*Maybe it's because I'm a reptile.*

Smiling to myself and enjoying the sunshine with my whole body as I walked, I spotted a straight path stretching into the distance and a bench right in front.
Anyone could tell this was the walking path I'd heard about.

"This is nice too."

It wasn't as flashy as the cherry blossom path, but it had a calming atmosphere.
Perhaps because of its comfortable, unexciting ambiance, quite a few people were walking there.

*So this is why people come here for walks.*

Walking on a path like this would definitely make anyone feel calm.
Because there's nothing here.

Nodding and about to enter the path, I decided to sit on the bench until there were fewer people.

"It's warm..."

Captivated by the warmth, I completely forgot I had come out for a walk, and ended up enjoying the sunbath for two hours before returning to my room.

I'll come again tomorrow.

Ch.29 - A Walk (2)
Hobbies tend to be discovered in the most unexpected places.
It might be someone's suggestion, or something you saw on TV or YouTube that sparked your interest.

Oh? This is actually fun? Not bad?
That's how it starts, and after doing it once or twice, it naturally becomes a hobby.

In my case, before I got this body, it was gaming and soccer. After my body changed, it became drawing and taking walks.
And when you develop a hobby, routines naturally form in your life.

"So warm..."

My recent walking routine involves going for a digestive stroll after breakfast, returning in time for lunch, then drawing until dinner time.
After dinner, I comfortably sit watching documentary channels until I fall asleep.

Of course, calling it a routine is just a nice way of saying it's the repetition of an unchanging ordinary life.
But that's what makes it good. It's good because it's ordinary. It's comfortable because it's repetitive.

*One strange body is enough for me.*

With that thought, I smiled bitterly and leaned back against the bench, basking in the sunshine.
When I sunbathe like this, even negative feelings and unpleasant thoughts seem insignificant.

...Actually, maybe sunbathing has become my hobby rather than walking?
I chuckled at this pointless thought.

*If only every day could be like today...*

Though impossible, I buried that wish in a corner of my heart and closed my eyes.
A cool breeze and warm sunshine means it's the perfect temperature for a nap.

I wrapped my wings around my body like a blanket, yawned lazily, and started nodding off.
Though I couldn't sleep properly because my horns were heavy and tilted my head backward.

Can't I just cut these horns off somehow?
I want to rip them off and turn them into deer antler medicine.

Having my pleasant nap forcibly interrupted put me in a foul mood.
I was even more annoyed because I couldn't blame anyone else since it was because of my body.

*No, the horns and wings aren't my fault.*

It was those Harmageddon or whatever guys who made me like this.
Damn them. If they were going to make horns, couldn't they have made them smaller?

I knew getting angry and blaming them would only eat me up inside, so I half-jokingly lamented, sighed deeply, and got up.

I wasn't planning to return to my hospital room.
Besides, there were still about two hours until lunchtime, so there wasn't much to do if I went back.

*I think there's a place where I can rest my horns...*

If I remember correctly, there was a bench with a tree right behind it.
If I sat there and rested my horns against the tree, I could sleep more comfortably.

Of course, one might ask why not just go back to my room to sleep, but then I wouldn't have come out for a walk.
Listen, napping outside in the sunshine and breeze is romantic.

As I trudged along the path with my drowsy body, I found a bench with a tree trimmed just right for resting my horns.
See, I knew it would be here.

I smiled with satisfaction and walked lightly toward the bench.
Just as I was about to sit down without thinking, I stopped abruptly when I noticed yellow pollen accumulated on the bench.

"Oh right. I almost forgot."

I remembered how a nurse had given me an angry smile when my patient gown turned bright yellow after I sat on a bench without checking.
After confirming no one was around, I flapped my wings vigorously to blow away the pollen.

Maybe I flapped too hard, because I felt like I briefly floated in the air.
Anyway, after clearing the pollen, I sat on the bench, relaxed my entire body, and tilted my head back.

With a thunk, my horns caught on a branch and stayed in place. I wrapped my wings around me like a blanket and enjoyed the nap I couldn't fully enjoy earlier.
Nodding off, I let out a long yawn and lost consciousness.

* * *

Rustle, rustle—

The sound of a paper bag rustling came from right beside me.
I wasn't sure if I was imagining it, but I also felt something moving around near my feet.

I felt some kind of presence.
My eyelids twitched at the intermittent rustling of paper bags and fluttering sounds, and I slowly opened my eyes.

—Coo.

"...?"

I froze when I saw a pigeon as soon as I opened my eyes.
If it had been just one, I wouldn't have been surprised or even reacted.

It wouldn't have come this close in the first place.
But that wasn't the case. That wasn't it at all.

—Coo —Coo —Coo coo coo —Coo-roo —Coo —Coo —Coo coo coo

"Haha, they're eating well."

A flock of pigeons, like those scenes from foreign movies in parks, was moving around at my feet.
Blinking in confusion at the situation, I froze like a stone when a pigeon suddenly thrust its face forward and made eye contact with me.

What the hell, is this crazy pigeon sitting on my horn?

When I suddenly sat up in surprise, the pigeons wandering around flew away.

It wasn't so much flying as jumping high and moving away.

"Eugh!?"

I covered my face and made a stupid sound as the pigeons fluttered upward.
It wasn't because I was a coward, but because a whole bunch of them flew up at once, so I couldn't help but react that way.

I definitely wasn't scared of pigeons.

"Oh my."

While thinking this and blinking at the flying flock of pigeons, I turned my head at the sound of a man's voice right next to me.
The owner of the voice was a man with a fox-like face.

The man, who was looking at the flying pigeons with longing, rustled his bag, and whether they heard the sound or he used some kind of ability, the pigeons that had flown away began to gather in front of him again.

"...??"

Not the Pied Piper but a paper bag that summons pigeons, or something like that?
No, more importantly, who is this person using pigeon summoning magic next to me?

As I blinked in complete confusion, the man looked at me, smiled brightly, and nodded his head.

"Hello."

"...Huh? Oh, yes... Hello..."

I was flustered, but I reflexively returned his greeting since he greeted me first.
He seemed like a strange person, so I was going to ignore him and leave, but I missed my chance.

Should I just go? While I was thinking about it and checking the situation, the man who had been sitting quietly spoke first.

"You seemed quite startled. I'm sorry. I usually feed the pigeons here, and they won't follow me if I go somewhere else, so I was reluctant to move."

The man said this while taking out bread crumbs and sprinkling them.
So he doesn't care about me at all? I made a sour expression, feeling quite displeased.

"I... see."

"And I apologize for taking the seat next to you while you were sleeping. If my body were in better shape, I would have stood nearby to feed them, but I'm a bit physically challenged."

The man said this while slightly lifting the hem of his pants, revealing his prosthetic leg that had been hidden under his pants.
With his straightforward apology and complete explanation of why he had to sprinkle bread crumbs here, I couldn't think of anything to say in response.

"I've seen you around here often lately. Have you taken a liking to walking?"

"It's not bad. The scenery is pretty, the weather is warm, and it's nice for walking."

"Haha, despite saying that, all I've seen is you sleeping on benches."

So he's been watching me all this time?

I subtly backed away with an uneasy feeling, and the man waved his hands and continued speaking.

"I think there's a bit of a misunderstanding. I walk slowly because of my condition, so I look around leisurely as I walk. And you have quite... a noticeable appearance, so you naturally caught my eye."

Besides, if a child is sleeping on a bench on a walking path like this, it naturally draws attention.
As I listened quietly, I found myself nodding because everything he said made sense.

"I've always just glanced at you sleeping at the entrance of the walking path, but it's unusual to see you come all the way to the middle and strike up a conversation. Haha."

"Ah, my horns are heavy, so they keep tilting to one side."

"So that's why you were sleeping with your head tilted back. Hmm... certainly, horns that size must be heavy."

The man said this while looking at my horns.
His tone oddly suggested "I know how you feel," which was puzzling, but I let it slide.

"So I thought it would be good to rest them against the tree here, which is why I came this far. The height is just right."

I definitely felt it while sleeping this time.
The man nodded as I tapped the tree.

"I see, that would be better for your neck."

"Even when I sleep with my head tilted back, my neck doesn't really hurt. Maybe because my body is sturdy."

"Still, it's better to sleep comfortably than uncomfortably. Good health always starts with good sleep."

"That's true."

"Well, if we're talking about that, sleeping in a hospital bed would be much better than sitting on a bench... but that wouldn't be romantic. It would defeat the purpose of coming out for a walk."

The man laughed softly as he sprinkled bread crumbs.
How should I put it? There was something incredibly captivating about the man's words.

It wasn't like I felt I had to listen to this person or anything like that.
It was more like listening to the radio—you naturally become immersed in the conversation.

Perhaps because of that, I ended up talking with the man until lunchtime.
Even though we were complete strangers.

"Well... I'm out of bread, so I should be going now."

"Ah, yes. Goodbye."

"I hope to see you again, Sia."

The man said that and limped away.
Watching his retreating figure for a moment, I couldn't help but tilt my head in confusion.

*Did I tell him my name?*

The meeting with the man ended with that question lingering.

Ch.30 - Story (1)
When you enjoy outdoor hobbies, you sometimes meet new people. Like Taeyang from the next class who became friends while playing soccer during lunch break, or the pigeon tamer I met yesterday while walking.

"We meet again."

"Ah, yes."

Just like yesterday, when I entered the inner path of the walking trail to sleep with my horns on, I ran into the man who was feeding pigeons again. Today, he was already settled in his spot.

"You're out early."

"With my body like this, time is all I have to spare."

The man laughed self-deprecatingly while patting his leg. I sat down on the bench next to him with an awkward expression, unsure how to respond to such a topic.

"Since this is fate, shall we introduce ourselves?"

The man introduced himself as Han Yeong-Seok, saying he was the CEO of a small, unremarkable company. I wondered when being a CEO became an unremarkable position, but something more important came to mind, so I looked at him and asked:

"Yesterday you called me by name. How did you find out what it was?"

The man tilted his head at my question, then sighed and said, "Rather than finding out, it would be more accurate to say I happened to learn it."

"Happened to learn it?"

It's not like I'm someone whose name shouldn't be spoken, and what does "happened to learn it" even mean? I felt a bit annoyed, but I listened to his explanation without pressing the issue.

"Yes, I was eating in the hospital cafeteria when I overheard a conversation about a girl with horns. Honestly, it's a difficult topic not to find interesting, so I eavesdropped."

"And you remembered that?"

"The part about demolishing a hospital wall with bare hands without any tools made quite an impression. Haha."

"Besides," he continued, "people with blonde hair, horns, and wings aren't exactly common in Korea, are they?" He said this while sprinkling bread crumbs on the ground. It seemed like a dubious story, but not entirely implausible, so I nodded.

The man gently stroked the head of a pigeon that had landed on his knee. I watched for a moment, then sighed lightly and leaned back against the bench.

Well, what's the point in pressing him further? It doesn't matter anyway.

While I was thinking this, the man suddenly started lamenting about life.

"Isn't life really hard these days?"

"Pardon?"

I blinked at his sudden complaint, reflexively asking him to repeat himself. Ignoring my confused response, he continued sprinkling bread crumbs while talking.

"Don't you ever wish you could go back to how things were before?"

Of course I do. Anyone would. No one would want to live with a body like mine.

But that's one thing, and this is another. I looked at the man who was sprinkling bread crumbs with half-closed eyes and said:

"Why are you suddenly saying this?"

"It's nothing really. Just... seeing Yu Sia having to strain her neck because she has nowhere to rest her horns. I find it quite sad."

The man shook his head as he spoke. I wondered how I should respond, but what I felt first was displeasure.

*Who is he to look at me and say he feels sad?*

But apart from feeling offended, I was curious about why he was bringing up such a sensitive topic. Still, I was annoyed enough not to respond to his comment.

"You weren't born with those horns, hands, and wings, were you? I wonder how you ended up like that..."

The man kept talking despite my silence. It was quite strange how he continued chattering away when most people would have stopped after getting no response.

"Unable to adapt to your changed body. Unable to adapt to changed people. Unable to adapt to changed environments."

After listing these things one by one, the man sighed deeply and leaned back on the bench. With a tired expression, he smiled faintly and patted his knee.

"That was me. After my legs became like this."

"..."

"I longed for my glorious past. For when my body was intact. For when everyone was looking for me... looking at me."

With a wistful expression, the man looked at the pigeons and sprinkled more bread crumbs.

"The reason I feed these pigeons here is because of that. Because these creatures need me."

I lowered my head to look at the pigeons. They were so well-fed that they had grown too fat to fly, which seemed to reflect the man's sincerity.

"Whether it rains or snows... they wait for me here, and I feel needed by them. I love that feeling so much that I come here every day to feed them."

"Being needed by someone..."

I blinked while looking down at my hands. Would someone need hands like these?

Would someone need someone like me who can't do anything? The thought suddenly filled my mind, and I closed my mouth.

"But after my body became like this, after the Gates closed, people stopped looking for me."

"Gates?"

"Yes. I was a Hunter. Oh, do they call them Heroes now? Haha... Hero, Hero..."

The man laughed self-deprecatingly and grabbed a handful of bread crumbs, sprinkling them over the pigeons as if to suppress his anger. He sighed deeply enough for me to hear from the next bench.

"I started a small company with the money I earned before retiring as a Hunter, but if my body were still intact, I might be called a Hero by now."

"...That's unfortunate."

"Yes. It really is unfortunate."

The man rummaged through the bread bag, then blinked and pulled his hand out empty. Seeing nothing in his hand, it seemed the last handful he'd thrown was the end of his supply.

"Oh, I've already given them everything."

"You did give them quite a lot."

He'd been sprinkling handfuls throughout our conversation, probably the equivalent of at least five loaves. Even with so many pigeons, that should be more than enough to fill their bellies.

"I'd like to give them more... but there's nothing left, so what can I do?"

The man shook his head and leaned forward from the backrest to look at me.

"Have you ever thought about returning to your original body, Yu Sia?"

"Many times."

I nodded without hesitation despite the sudden question.

With hands like these, I can't even properly hold a pen. I can't eat by myself. I'm practicing, but there's no sign of improvement. The horns on my head are uncomfortable. The wings on my back make it uncomfortable to sleep in any position. So I have to endure the discomfort and sleep either flat on my back or on my stomach.

I never wanted this body, nor did I wish for this life. Plus, my home, my family, everything...

"..."

In this situation, isn't it natural to want to go back to how things were? Anyone in my position would say they want to return to the past.

While I was thinking this and looking down at my hands, the man stood up and approached me. Leaning on his cane, he slowly came over and stood in front of me.

"If there was a way to go back to how things were, how would you feel about that?"

A way to go back?
I froze at his words and looked up at him blankly.

For a split second, suspicion flashed through my mind. Isn't this too coincidental? Isn't this too random?

"Is there really such a way?"

Despite my reason growing increasingly suspicious of this untrustworthy person, my mouth blurted out a response on its own. Hope was that sweet a temptation.

"Yes. There is."

"What is it? This method you're talking about."

I swallowed dryly as I asked, and the man smiled faintly as he began to explain.

"Are you familiar with the Gates that appeared during the Singularity Incident ten years ago?"

I nodded since I knew about the Gates well. I'd heard about them on the news and Hyun had explained them to me too.

"Those Gates caused tremendous damage, but conversely, they also brought many benefits. A prime example is... the great unification of humanity that no one and nothing else could have achieved. Do you know why that was possible?"

"...No, I don't."

Is he a con artist?

"It's because the Gates were a common enemy to all of humanity. That's why people were able to unite."

Is he really a con artist...?
As I looked at him with suspicious eyes, the man smiled and continued.

"Well, that's just to say how significant the Gates were, but it's not directly relevant to us. What's more important for us are the 'byproducts' that came from the Gates."

"By byproducts... do you mean things like the shells or bones that came from defeating monsters, or something like that?"

"Yes. The most famous one in Korea would be the Behemoth's carapace. You may not know this, but the Behemoth's carapace is used as material for the shield carried by S-Class Heroes, and also serves as walls for special facilities."

The Behemoth's carapace—isn't that what the walls and floor in the hospital basement were made of?
It was such a unique experience, and what happened that day was somewhat... unforgettable, so I remembered it.

"I know about it."

"If you know, then we can move faster. The method I mentioned lies in those byproducts."

I pressed my lips together and looked at him, signaling him to get to the point. The man saw my expression and smiled.

"Have you heard of the Elixir?"

As he said this, his slightly opened eyes were glowing amber.

Ch.31 - Story (2)
I couldn't help but blink at the man's mention of "Elixir."
It's not that I didn't know what an Elixir was. In fact, I could confidently say I knew it well.

It was the ultimate potion technology in games.
A potion that restores all health and removes all debuffs like curses or weakening effects just by drinking it.

I remembered it from the RPG games I used to play occasionally.
But why was that game term coming out of this man's mouth?

"Isn't that a bit random? Elixir?"

"Well, if Behemoths and Gates exist in reality, there's no reason Elixirs can't. In fact, quite a few people have benefited from these Elixirs."

"Ah... I didn't know that."

"Hmm? It was quite famous news, but I guess you didn't know."

I rubbed my chin with the back of my hand as I looked at the man's puzzled expression.
Should I tell him? I hesitated briefly, but then figured it wasn't that important of a story anyway.

"I was in a... um... vegetative-like state for 10 years. So I don't really know what happened during that time..."

"Ah. That can't be helped then. What I mentioned happened about 4 years ago."

"But what happened that made it so famous?"

"Of course, I should explain. What happened was, 4 years ago, the chairman of a major corporation with 7 subsidiaries was diagnosed with terminal cancer and was dying. He drank an 'Elixir' that dropped from a Gate, which not only cured his cancer but also rejuvenated him—or so the story goes."

I nodded at the man's words, but honestly, I couldn't understand why I would need that medicine.
According to his explanation, the Elixir's effects were simply healing and debuff removal, which was no different from the effects I knew from games.

One curious point was the mention of rejuvenation...
Perhaps, just like in games, aging was considered a status debuff.

"Is that how I can return to normal?"

"You seem disappointed that the Elixir's effects aren't as impressive as you thought."

"...What happened to my body isn't a disease."

This body was modified by an organization called Harmageddon.
As the name Harmageddon circled in my mind, I sighed and let the rest of my words trail off.

"Indeed. A masterpiece of the infamous Harmageddon."

"Huh."

How did he know that?
I blinked as I looked at the man, and he smiled and said:

"You look curious about how I know that."

"Isn't that... like, super important and, um... like, information controlled and stuff?"

"Ah, you're asking if it's classified?"

Ah, that's the word. Classified. I couldn't think of the word.
Anyway, isn't what Harmageddon did supposed to be classified?

I nodded in agreement to the man's words, and he laughed softly.

"They're an organization that's caused quite a few incidents. Even if the government tries to impose an embargo, there are limits to what they can control."

"In movies and stuff, they control the media and things like that."

"That's only possible in movies. And South Korea isn't exactly a dictatorship capable of perfect information control, is it?"

"That's true, but..."

"In the end, if you can't stop people from talking, information naturally spreads, and then information control becomes meaningless. And above all, there's the centipede Kaiju, Mr. Bak Gwang-Cheol."

The content the man mentioned was something the doctor had told me directly, and I remembered it because the name was so distinctive.
Come to think of it, this wasn't wrong either, so I nodded.

"We've gone off topic. Going back to the Elixir, you said your body's transformation isn't a disease and can't be fixed, right?"

"That's right."

"I dare say this: Sia's body is the kind that can be fixed with an Elixir."

I couldn't help but blink at the man's confident expression.
I had no idea where his confidence was coming from.

"How can you be so sure?"

"There were experimental results. The effect of the Elixir isn't 'healing' but more like 'restoration,' similar to regression."

"Restoration...?"

By restoration, does he mean what I think he means?
The man nodded at my words.

"Before using the Elixir on people, many experiments were conducted to see what effects it had. Do you know what the results were?"

How would I know when I didn't even know Elixirs existed?
With that thought, I shook my head.

"Broken objects returned to their original form, and old, worn-out items returned to their original pristine condition. What's noteworthy here is that they returned to their 'original' form."

After saying that, he closed his mouth and gave me a moment to think.
It wasn't sudden content, nor was it difficult to understand, so I could quickly grasp what the man meant.

But the content was so absurd that I was speechless.

Returning to the original form meant that beyond the issues of horns, hands, and wings, I could potentially return to being the man I once was.

My brain momentarily stopped working, causing a delayed reaction, but when I snapped back to reality, I swallowed dryly and looked up at the man.

"Are you saying I could really return to my original form?"

"Yes, that's right. Your hands, horns, wings, teeth—everything will return to normal."

"Back to normal..."

The man smiled and naturally sat down beside me, but I had no time to care about that.
He gently grabbed my wrist and lifted my hand to my eye level.

Sharp claws and a thick monstrous hand covered in golden scales.
A hand much larger and more ferocious-looking than the man's came into view.

"Imagine it. Imagine this hand returning to its original form."

At those words, I absentmindedly clenched and unclenched my hand.
If this hand could return to normal, if this body could return to normal...

"You could eat comfortably, play games, shake hands, press elevator buttons—all by yourself."

"If that happens..."

"It would be wonderful, wouldn't it? No need to stay in the hospital, no painful Kaijuification experiments, no need to be treated as a dangerous element."

"How do you know about the Kaijuification experiments?"

"I was also captured by Harmageddon and underwent Kaiju modification. In my case, my feet changed and a tail grew. That's how I know. But that's not the important part of our conversation. What's important is that there's a way for you to return to normal."

At the man's words, I stared blankly at my hand and closed my eyes, imagining myself back in the past.
Back to when I was a man. Back to being an ordinary student, the human Yu Sia.

"...How do you get this Elixir?"

"Unfortunately... we can't get it now. What little Elixir remains is kept in strict secrecy by various countries. Why? Because they need to use it themselves."

They won't give it to you. No matter how much you beg and plead, they won't listen.
Because to them, you're a meaningless existence.

"Ah, I'm not trying to belittle you. I'm just stating facts."

It was a painful truth, but not wrong.
A whole country versus just me. It was natural that there was no comparison.

"One thing you seem to misunderstand is that they're not keeping the Elixir for the sake of their countries. They're saving it for themselves to use."

Isn't the greed of those in power frightening?
Really... the same people who did nothing and just watched from behind when the Gates were open are now playing at being powerful. Haha.

"..."

The man's words led me like a hypnotic suggestion.
I listened blankly, as if listening to a radio. There was clearly a flaw in his words somewhere, but it was hard to find.

No... maybe it wasn't hard to find, but I didn't want to find it.
Maybe I was looking for something to blame, to say it wasn't my fault.

—Yu Sia.

At the sudden voice of Hyun in my mind, I slowly opened my eyes.

"Then why didn't Hyun tell me about this?"

Come to think of it, that's right.
Hyun is the kind of guy who would honestly tell me if there was a way, and if there wasn't, he'd say so.

He told me everything—about my family's death, what my arms and wings were made of, everything.
He's not the kind of person who would lie about something like this.

Above all, if he wanted to deceive me with something like this, he wouldn't have spent 10 years looking for me.
Would someone like him deliberately hide the truth about the Elixir? To deceive me? To control me and do as he pleased?

No...
He's not that kind of person.

"Hyun... you mean S-Class Hero Choi Hyun?"

"Yes. He's my friend. He spent 10 years looking for me and went through a lot to rescue me, so if there was a way to return to normal, why wouldn't he have told me?"

"They're in collusion."

Why do Heroes leave such people alone?
Heroes who protect citizens, leaving the parasites that feed on citizens untouched. It's strange, isn't it?

Because they might get Elixirs too.
Perhaps they too could live forever.

"..."

With that one statement, my foggy mind became surprisingly clear.
Hyun colluding with high-ranking officials like politicians or corporate heads? That Hyun?

No, absolutely not.
That idiot isn't that smart.

He's kind like me, honest like me, and foolish like me.
I raised my head and looked directly into the eyes of the man looking down at me.

The man's amber eyes had somehow split vertically at the pupil.
Like a dragon's. Like "my" eyes that I had seen in the mirror.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Oh my, it seems your trust in your friend runs deeper than I thought."

The man said with a slight smile.
His crescent moon-like curved lips gave me chills.

Ch.32 - Story (3)
The surroundings grew quiet.
An eerie silence descended, so complete that not even the wind could be heard.

The pigeons that had been wandering around had vanished as if by magic.
The people who had been taking walks were gone too, leaving only me and the man in this place.

"It's quite... quite surprising. I didn't expect you to trust your friend so much."

"Who the hell are you?"

"Was my research insufficient? Hmm... I thought I was quite thorough."

"I said, who the hell are you?!"

I quickly moved behind the bench and spread my wings to their full extent to intimidate him, glaring at the man.
But he just leaned on his cane, looking at me and rambling on as if nothing was wrong.

"Name: Yu Sia. Age: 18. Family and relatives all deceased during the Giman Catastrophe. Only remaining blood relative is grandmother, Yu Yeong-Hwa. Only surviving friend is Choi Hyun. Disappeared after the Singularity Incident, then discovered as a third-generation Kaijin, modified from the Berserk Dragon Sigmus found at the Harmageddon Research Base. Rescued by Choi Hyun. Subsequently underwent Kaijuification experiments at the hospital and is currently focusing on rehabilitation therapy."

Every word the man spoke was accurate information about me.
He even knew the top-secret details that Hyun had told me not to share with anyone.

It gave me chills. I couldn't understand who this man was to know so much about me.
I was terrified. The information he possessed was enough to ruin my life completely.

*How does he know my base is a Berserk Dragon?*

The only people who should know that are Hyun and Noona Ha-Young.
Even the doctors didn't know this information, so how did this man know?

As I racked my brain, the name of an organization that shouldn't be here came to mind.
I tried to deny it, telling myself it couldn't be, but if someone knew that much about me besides those two, there was only one possibility.

"...Harmageddon."

"You've figured it out correctly."

I swallowed hard and glared at him, and the man looked back at me with a slight smile.
When that pair of eerily shining eyes pierced through me, I felt completely exposed.

"You seem curious about why I've come to find you, Sia."

"..."

I kept my mouth shut, afraid that one wrong word would reveal things that hadn't yet been uncovered.
But the man just smiled at my reaction, showing no particular response.

No, he looked at me with an even deeper smile than before.
It was just a smile, but it felt like the man was squeezing my heart.

"It's understandable to be curious. Or perhaps you're scared? Maybe it's both."

The man spoke as he slowly approached.
Whether it was his stride or some method I didn't understand, each step he took made him appear dramatically closer.

"Stay back!!"

"Why? You could escape much faster by running away than I can approach you, so why aren't you running?"

*Shit... if I could do that, I would have done it already...*

I bit my lip until it bled, trying to control my severely trembling legs that would be strange not to notice.
Looking at me, the man wore an expression of pity. Despite appearing sympathetic, there was something oddly smile-like about it that felt very unnatural.

"My... are you afraid of me?"

I am afraid. I'm afraid of that man.
More than that, I'm terrified of what might happen if I confront him.

If I killed that man, there would be enormous repercussions.
Even if he were evil, the moment I killed him, the fallout would be too great for me to handle alone.

*If this incident reveals that I'm that Berserk Dragon...*

I've seen celebrities commit suicide after being harassed for scandals, and if people found out I was something worse—a Berserk Dragon.
I'd surely end up living a life so terrible that my current existence would seem luxurious in comparison.

"You don't need to be so afraid. I have absolutely no intention of killing you. Why would we kill our greatest masterpiece?"

When I looked up again at the voice that had somehow gotten closer, he was within arm's reach.
Stab him. I should stab him. No, I should run away. But where to? If I flee and leave him behind, won't he tell everyone everything?

My head was so chaotic that I felt dizzy.
Countless thoughts surfaced and sank repeatedly, clouding my judgment.

My trembling hands and wings eventually drooped.
...There's no way out.

"Have you given up already? My, I honestly expected a bit more resistance."

"...What do you want from me?"

When I spoke with my head lowered, the man's voice, tinged with laughter, reached my ears.

"Well. What do you think we want?"

*What is this? Is he mocking me?*

I was already on the verge of going crazy with anxiety, and this bastard was really...
I swallowed the sigh that threatened to escape, suppressing it with effort.

"I have nothing to offer you."

Grinding my teeth and trembling, I frowned and glared at the man.
The man looked at me and smiled faintly.

"We don't actually want much from you, Sia. If I had to say what we want... it would be that body of yours."

"What...?"

He wants my body? Surely not...?
A chill ran down my spine, making me shudder as I backed away.

"You sick...! Perverted psycho bastard...!!"

"Hmm. I don't know what misunderstanding you've had, but I'm talking about your existence itself. In fact, your very being is beneficial to us."

It's not this, it's not that.
Damn it, what exactly does he want...? My existence itself is beneficial? How?

The more I thought about it, the more confused I became, making the area under my eyes tremble.
The man looked at me and laughed softly, waving his hand dismissively.

"Above all, what we want most is something Sia cannot give us."

I couldn't help but frown at those words.

"What the hell is it? What do you want so badly that you're tormenting me like this! You've already made me into a monster! What more do you want me to do, you fucking bastard?!"

"I can't tell you that. Of course... if Sia were to join us, that would be a different story."

After saying that, the man laughed softly and reached his hand toward me.
But that hand, which didn't quite reach me, seemed to be telling me to take it myself.

I don't want to take it.
The very idea of becoming allies with such a suspicious person didn't sit well with me.

"..."

Above all... I didn't want to burden Hyun.
He's the guy who gave up ten years of his life for me. I don't want to be a burden to someone like that.

And...

—Trust me.

Because Hyun said so.
Whatever that guy does, Hyun will be able to stop him.

I'm not saying I'll pretend not to know and leave everything to Hyun.
I'm trying to trust him, just as he said.

Just as Hyun saved my grandmother, he can save me too.
Having made up my mind, I took a deep breath and...

"Fuck off, you creep."

I blurted out what I'd been wanting to say all along and swatted his hand away.
I hit it pretty hard, but instead of breaking, his hand just bounced back slightly.

"Hmm."

The moment I heard the man's humming mixed with laughter, I immediately jumped back to create distance.
I'm not sure how I did it. It was just instinctive.

Dangerous.
It was as if someone in my head had said that.

Trying to calm my racing heart, which was pounding for a different reason now, I looked at the man.
Looking at me with faintly glowing eyes, he smiled just as he had when I first saw him.

"My, I've been rejected. Perhaps you'd like to reconsider my offer?"

In response to his nonsensical words, I immediately showed him my middle finger.

"You won't even answer me now? How cold."

"..."

"Well, I suppose I was too hasty this time, so I'll withdraw for now."

The man's unexpectedly straightforward response made me more confused.
Blinking, I stared at him as he turned his back.

*What's going on...? Is this the end?*

As I was watching cautiously, unable to adapt to the sudden change in atmosphere...

"Ah, I forgot to mention something."

The man said this and abruptly stopped walking.

"Even if Sia rejects our offer, you'll eventually have no choice but to come to our side. People tend to reject beings that are 'different' from themselves, you know."

"That's none of your business, you piece of shit."

"And if that doesn't happen..."

As the man trailed off, the space in front of him cracked with a sharp sound.
There was no way to describe it. Literally, it cracked like a mirror breaking.

Before I could react to this sudden phenomenon, the crack in the empty space shattered.
What appeared through the broken space was a swirling void and a large wolf-like Monster with a metal plate where its eyes should have been.

—Grr...aaaah!

The man patted the arm of the wolf Monster, which stood on two legs and trembled violently, then turned to me with a faint smile.

"We'll make sure it happens that way."

Well then, I hope to see you again.
After finishing his words, the man entered the broken space.

—■■■!!!

The Monster with the appearance of a wolf let out a tearing scream toward the sky.

Ch.33 - Red Riding Hood (1)
The wolf monster that appeared from beyond the rift looked like it had lost all reason to anyone who saw it.
No, if it had maintained its sanity in such a state, that would be even more terrifying.

Where eyes should have been, a horizontal metal plate was embedded in its head like an eyepatch, and blood vessels pulsed violently throughout its body.
On top of that, the way it drooled with its gums exposed like a rabid dog was not just unsettling—it was chilling.

Its size was enormous; even in its hunched posture, its head reached around the second floor of the hospital.
That kind of monster—a beast-like creature straight out of a horror movie—was standing right in front of me.

"..."

It was frightening in a different way from the suspicious man from earlier.
I was even more tense because I didn't know why that man had released this monster or when it might charge at me.

Swallowing dryly, I tried to control my breathing as quietly and slowly as possible while gradually backing away.
Since the monster had just howled at the sky, someone must have heard it and reported it.

Then Hyun would come and help me.
I just needed to hold out until then.

I tried to comfort myself with these thoughts, but the fear wouldn't subside.
Just standing was my limit. Simply facing this monster felt like my sanity was being chipped away.

—Grrrr... kuk... krrrrrk...

Making sounds like a growling beast or like phlegm bubbling, the monster began frantically scratching its head with its claws while flaring its nostrils.
Naturally, when it clawed at its own face with sharp nails without any restraint, large scratch marks appeared on the monster's face and blood began to flow.

—KREUAAHH■■■!!

The monster's scream as it writhed in pain, spraying blood everywhere, sounded like a human scream at first, but gradually transformed into an inhuman howl that mixed the sound of nails on a chalkboard with an animal's cry.

As massive as its body was, the sound was equally tremendous—so loud that it gave me a headache despite being at a distance.
Even with my ears covered, they still stung, and my vision spun.

I squeezed my eyes shut then opened them again as my temples throbbed, shaking my head from side to side as everything seemed to spin.
How the hell does something make a sound like that from its throat...!

"Ugh... kuk..."

They say hearing extremely loud sounds can make you feel sick, and that was absolutely true.
My stomach churned as if filled with water, and the headache tormented me—it was truly miserable.

I forcibly swallowed back the bile rising in my throat and let out a heated sigh, trying to get some fresh air.
The one fortunate thing was that while I was trying to settle my stomach, the monster just kept flaring its nostrils without showing any other reaction.

But from my position facing such a monster, one that showed no reaction was even more frightening.
It felt like standing in front of a bomb that could explode at any moment.

*I need to calm down...*

It's not like I'm the one who has to fight. I shouldn't fight either.
All I need to do is hold out until Hyun or another Hero arrives, or escape.

I just need to buy time...
I swallowed dryly and slowly raised my head.

The monster was trembling its lips like a dog about to bite something while flaring its nostrils, and the sight was indescribably terrifying.
It's scary enough when a normal dog bares its teeth and growls, but when a monster that must be at least 3 meters tall does it...

I felt like I would die if I stayed here.
If it bit me, it wouldn't end well. I would definitely die. No, I might even be swallowed in one bite.

*Shit... should I just run?*

But could I really escape from such a huge creature?
No matter how fast I ran, it would probably catch up to me in just a few steps...

I thought and thought, but no matter how much I racked my brain, all I could imagine was ending up in that monster's grasp.
In the end, the only option left to me... or rather, the only option I had from the beginning, was to face this monster.

*But... how?*

Strength? Anyone could see it was stronger than me.
Speed? It might be faster than me, but it definitely wouldn't be slower.

*How am I supposed to fight a monster like that?!*

I may have become like this because of those Harmageddon people or whatever, but I had never once fought a monster like that.
Kaijuification or whatever—I was just a normal high school student!

—Grrrr! Ugh... grrrrrr!!

I unconsciously stepped backward at the sound that made my body tremble.
What I forgot was that where I was standing wasn't a walkway but inside a garden with trees.

Crack!

The moment I took one step back, a branch under my foot broke with a clean sound.
I'm screwed. As soon as I had that thought, I felt something pushing me strongly and my vision blurred.

—!!

I heard something crashing hard followed by the sound of a pile of stones collapsing.
It was a familiar sound—yes, similar to when Hyun crashed through a wall and flew away.

I opened my eyes that I had squeezed shut.
What I saw was a wall with a hole so large it looked refreshing, and the familiar white ceiling of the hospital.

What? Did I just get hit and fly all the way here?
How did I fly from there to here?

With that thought, I got up, bracing myself with my wings.
The pile of stones that had been on top of me fell away.

—What is it?! What collapsed?! Is it a monster?!
—What's going on?! What was that roar earlier?!
—Did someone call a Hero?
—There's a monster outside!!
—What is it?! What's happening?!

I turned around at the sound of people rushing in and saw a crowd of shocked faces.
The confused people were looking in my direction, not knowing what to do.

I didn't need to think about what to do.
Poking my head out through the collapsed wall, I saw the monster from earlier looking around on the walkway in the distance, and immediately shouted:

"Run away! It's dangerous here!!"

"W-what's happening?!" a woman asked in confusion, but I had no way to explain.
There was no time either.

"There's a monster outside, so run!!"

After I shouted this rough explanation, the gathered people began to flee in droves.
Yes, that should do it.

Sighing, I poked my head out through the collapsed wall again and looked toward the monster.
The monster, which had been flaring its nostrils and looking around, stared directly at me, bared its teeth, and began running toward me.

*What speed...*

My arms and neck ached, but they didn't particularly hurt.
How should I explain it? It was like the feeling of straining too hard to stay still on a ride and getting a muscle cramp.

I got hit hard enough to break through the hospital wall, yet I was fine.
In other words, this meant the monster's attacks couldn't harm me.

*If I just avoid getting bitten or clawed, I think I can win.*

I can handle this.
As soon as that thought occurred to me, I felt confident and checked below.

It was about three floors high, but trusting the durability of a body that remained unharmed after being hit by that monster, I jumped down without hesitation.
The feeling of my insides rising and the brief sensation of floating were followed by a rough landing with a thud, and I grinned when I felt no pain.

*I can do this.*

Feeling confident, I flapped my wings to shake off the stone fragments and dust covering my body, then lunged toward the approaching monster.

Since I can't hit it with my fists, I'll kick it. I'll run, jump up, and do a flying kick.

After roughly planning this in my head, I put strength into my legs and jumped high.
I hadn't moved much until now, so I didn't realize I could jump much higher than I thought.

"Uwaaa!!"

—!!

Just before my foot made contact with the monster's body, I felt like someone pushed my back again and my vision blurred.
When I opened my eyes, I saw a collapsed wall and ceiling similar to before, and immediately got up.

*Did I get thrown again...!*

I shook my head vigorously and jumped down again.
The monster was once again staring directly at me.

"How do you know where I am when you don't even have eyes?!"

I shouted in frustration, but of course the monster couldn't understand me. Perhaps excited by my shout, it let out the same roar as before and charged toward me.

"Shit...!"

Cursing, I charged at the monster once more.
Last time I got caught when I jumped up, so this time I'll just run—!?

As I was running forward, I once again felt my body being pushed away, but this time I felt like I was floating up into the sky.
I was startled by the suddenly closer sky, but only briefly before I squeezed my eyes shut at the sensation of falling.

THUD!!

"Kugh!?"

This time, a rather strong impact hit my back.
It felt like blocking a kicked soccer ball with my back, and I frowned at the sensation.

—Grrrr...

"Ah."

I sighed as I saw the monster looking down at me.

"This range difference is really f—"

Once again, I was hit by the monster's hand and sent flying into the hospital wall.
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I charged in, got hit, and went flying.
I rushed in, got intercepted, and went flying.

No matter what I tried, I kept getting sent flying.
No matter how many times I charged, the overwhelming disadvantage in reach meant I couldn't even touch the monster, let alone land a hit.

Fortunately or unfortunately, after being knocked around a few times, I learned how to adjust my posture mid-air.
Not that it helped me land a single hit, though.

—■■■!!

*Somehow I'm just getting better at taking hits with less pain...*

I've been hit so many times that even when my vision flips upside down, it's hardly surprising anymore.
This time too, after being struck by the monster's hand and sent flying, I used the hospital wall as a foothold to land and came down to the floor.

I didn't forget to flap my wings wide just before landing to reduce my speed.
Soon enough, I might even be able to fly.

I cracked my neck from side to side to loosen it up, then used my wings to dust off my body.
Not exactly something you'd do in the middle of a fight, but... maybe because getting hit doesn't hurt and I'm not dying, I'm just getting annoyed now.

"Ptui."

Feeling something gritty in my mouth, I spat and glared at the monster.
The monster, either tired or angry, was just standing there with its arms hanging limply, drooling.

Maybe because I had a moment to breathe, looking at that monster reminded me of that unpleasant man with the fox-like smile.

*That nasty bastard, I'll definitely beat him up if I see him again.*

With my current strength, I could probably defeat that unpleasant guy easily.
No, I definitely could. If getting hit by this monster doesn't hurt at all, I could certainly take down a skinny beanpole like him.

As long as there's no reach disadvantage like with this monster, I could beat him to a pulp and then some.
I don't know why I was so intimidated back then. Even this monster is nothing special.

Filled with confidence, I shook my wrists and approached the monster.
It perked up its ears, looked in my direction, and flared its nostrils.

"Getting tired too, aren't you?"

At first it was just scary, but after seeing it for so long, it wasn't frightening anymore.
Yeah, that's it. It's like an enormous bipedal Chihuahua.

Apologies to Chihuahua owners, but... the way it barks, growls, and charges at every opportunity is just like a Chihuahua.
I sighed deeply, stared directly at the monster, lowered my stance, placed both hands on the ground, and folded my wings tightly to reduce resistance.

*They say you learn fastest by diving in, and that's absolutely right.*

With that thought, I put all my strength into my legs and charged toward the monster with a shout.
In the blink of an eye, the distance between us closed, and the monster swung its arm at me.

Though I couldn't see it at first, after getting hit several times, I'd become familiar enough to see the monster's arm moving.
If I kept charging straight ahead, I'd definitely get hit by that arm and go flying again.

*Who do you think I am, an idiot?*

I dug my claws into the ground to drastically reduce my speed.
Leaving sharp claw marks on the floor as I stopped, I extended my leg to kick the monster.

"Ah."

Too short.

Not considering my leg length and just recklessly swinging my leg in the air, I paid the price by getting hit by the monster's hand and sent flying again.
This time too, I flapped my wings to adjust my posture mid-air and landed on the ground, but... it still didn't feel good.

Seriously...

"This fight is such bullshit."

Makes me want to kill it.

I stomped the ground hard with my toes.
It's absolutely not because I'm angry that my legs are short.

Feeling tightness in my chest, I inhaled to sigh.
At that moment, I felt an itchy sensation around my throat and a burning feeling like acid reflux.

Whoosh—

With that strange sensation, when I exhaled, flames leaked out instead of air.
Oh right. I had this ability too.

*Am I really this stupid?*

While I was berating myself, I saw the monster charging toward me and took up a stance.
Composing my emotions and steadying my breath, I tried to recall the feeling from before and took a deep breath.

The tight feeling in my chest, focusing strength around my throat...
Then exhaling.

"Phooo!!"

But instead of flames, not even smoke came out.
After just spraying spit on the monster's hand, I got hit and sent flying again.

I'm starting to get tired now.
Once more flapping my wings to slow down and landing on the ground, I blinked as my eyes caught sight of my wings.

*Come to think of it, didn't Hyun also get hit by these wings and go flying last time?*

Spreading my wings as wide as possible, I saw they were about twice as long as my arms.
Of course, that's still just a bit over 1 meter, but that should be enough.

*This might be enough to reach...*

No, this will work.

Grinning, I looked up at the sound of heavy footsteps shaking the floor.
Once again, the monster was charging straight at me.

*Alright, let's do this.*

I can do it.

After exhaling briefly, I lowered my stance like before, faced the monster, and kicked off the ground.

This time too, I avoided the monster's swinging arm attack by digging my claws into the ground to rapidly reduce my speed.

Then immediately pulling my claws out of the ground, I spun my body around and swung my wing.
I felt something collide with my wing.

—!!

With a thunderous sound, the monster crashed through the hospital wall.

"It worked!"

Excited about finally landing a hit, I cheered as I watched the monster squirming in the wall.
It was fun. It was incredibly satisfying to slam this huge bug into a wall in one go after it had gotten cocky and rampaged around.

I hadn't even attacked seriously, just swung my wing to hit it, but seeing it embedded in the wall and squirming like an insect was amusing.
Looking at the monster howling in frustration while stuck in the wall, I cackled and slowly approached it.

—Keu, urrrgh...!!

As I got closer, I could see the monster trembling while clutching its broken arm.
Just one hit and it broke this badly? Pathetically weak.

Feeling like I was losing steam, I trudged over to the monster, grabbed its leg, and threw it.
My claws tore through the monster's leg in the process, getting some blood on me, but I didn't really care.

It had been hitting and throwing me around as it pleased, so this much was fine.
Besides, it's a monster anyway, so who cares.

—Urrrr■■■!!

The monster let out another ear-splitting howl, so I struck it with my wing and sent it flying again.
The monster bounced along the floor like a skipping stone and then trembled, twitching intermittently.

"Shut up."

My head is ringing.

Frowning at my throbbing head, I approached the monster.
As I got closer, the trembling monster began crawling away to escape.

Even if it was trying to escape, it was moving slowly, and I could easily catch up if I wanted to, so I followed at a leisurely pace.
Naturally, since I was faster, the distance between us kept shrinking.

—Gruuuaah!!

Just as I was close enough to reach out and touch it—
The monster screamed and ran off on all fours like a dog.

And in the direction it was running, there was a child with a familiar face and the child's mother.
It was the child I'd seen in the elevator. Judging by their attire, they seemed to be gathering their belongings to escape.

"Huh, ahhh!?"

At this rate, they'd definitely collide.
Sighing, I kicked the ground with all my might.

Crack—!!

With the sound of the ground breaking, my body literally shot forward.
Moving straight ahead with my claws raised, I dug them into the monster's side and ripped through.

Lukewarm blood poured out, soaking me.

"Hmm, that worked."

After confirming the monster had collapsed into the pool of its own blood, I turned around and asked:

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"

The child and mother, having faced the charging monster head-on, were so shocked they couldn't speak and just trembled.
Well, it's not strange to react that way when a monster of that size charges at you.

With that thought, I looked back at the monster.
My last attack must have been critical, as the monster could no longer make any sounds and was just breathing raggedly.

Usually, this is when you let your guard down, approach, and get counterattacked, but seeing how it could barely breathe, there didn't seem to be any need to worry about a surprise attack.
I walked leisurely to stand in front of the monster and raised my arm with claws extended to finish it off.

At that moment, the monster's mouth twitched.
I frowned, thinking it was about to make another loud noise, but what came from the monster's mouth was completely different from what I expected.

—Hu... hurts.

What?
Did the monster just say it hurts?

*What did I just hear?*

In that split second, my mind went blank as I recalled what I had been doing.
Even as the hospital was collapsing, I had focused only on this monster.

Seeing the child and mother in danger, I had thought it was annoying.
And while toying with and killing this monster... I had felt elation.

"Ah...?"

Something's wrong. Something's very wrong.
The more I recalled what I had done, the greater the sense of dissonance grew.

The thought of fighting? Normally, I wouldn't have done it.
Enjoying the fight? No, I hate getting hit and I hate hitting others.

Feeling pleasure while tormenting someone?
That's nonsense. After being bullied as a child, didn't I vow never to torment anyone?

"No—I..."

I don't enjoy this.
No. I'm not like...

—It hurts... it hurts. Mom... m-mommy...

Seeing the suffering monster—no, the victim who had turned into a kaiju—I hesitated and stepped back.

"M-monster...!"

I flinched at those words and turned around.
The child and mother were looking directly at me.

Not at the dying kaiju bleeding behind me, but at me as they said "monster."
Looking down, I saw my hands and hair soaked in the blood the kaiju had spilled.

"Ah..."

I was confused.
Everything was just confusing.

Rolling my eyes around and staring blankly at my hands, I turned and fled the scene.

Ch.35 - Suspect (1)
"Don't be late... Don't be late...! Please don't be late...!"

"—There's a report of a monster appearing at the hospital!!"

The moment I heard the report from the sidekick who burst through the door during our meeting, my first thought was worry about Sia.
Surely not. Surely not the hospital where Sia is. It's probably just some large monster. I tried to think that way, but...

"Noona, I'll be back soon!"
"What? Where are you going?! No, wait!! Hey!!"

I couldn't help it.
It wouldn't make sense to assume everything was fine when the fact that a report had made it this far meant something serious was happening.

Most monsters that appear after the Gates closed are ordinary people modified by Harmageddon.
Usually, monster appearances can be handled by B-Class Heroes, so reports don't typically make it this far up the chain.

But the fact that this report had reached us meant that it was too much not only for B-Class Heroes but even for A-Class Heroes to handle.
The standards for B and A-Class have lowered considerably since the Singularity. After all, we're in an era of peace now.

Still, they're B-Class. Still, they're A-Class.

We don't expect A-Class Heroes to catch collapsing buildings with their bare hands anymore.
But they should at least be able to break through thick walls with their bare hands.

We don't expect B-Class Heroes to run faster than high-speed trains.
But they should at least be able to outrun cars.

If something was beyond what A and B-Class Heroes could handle, to the point that a report made it all the way here...
There could only be one explanation.

"Please... Please let nothing have happened...!!"

The notifications in my earphones were going crazy, but I didn't even think about answering.

I didn't have the presence of mind.
Public opinion about the Light Dragon has been at rock bottom from the moment it first appeared until now.

What if Sia was revealed to be the Light Dragon in this situation?
And not just revealed, but exposed in the worst possible way—by "killing" a monster...

"Damn it...!"

I gritted my teeth at the worst-case scenario forming in my mind.
Of course, I knew getting angry wouldn't change anything, so I swallowed my frustration and increased my speed.

I wasn't controlling my strength, leaving footprints on building rooftops and walls as I moved.
When I finally arrived at the hospital where Sia was staying—

"Injured people gather over here!"

"You're safe now! Everyone please stay calm and move slowly!!"

"Hey! Don't approach the monster!!"

—it was playing out exactly according to the worst-case scenario I had imagined.
I'd been hoping against hope, but really, here of all places...

"...Get it together."

My mind went blank for a moment, but years of living as a hero forced my reason to kick in.
Still, I closed my eyes tightly and opened them again to collect my emotions before jumping down in front of the heroes who were controlling the situation.

The sound of my landing naturally drew attention, and the hero managing the situation brightened when they saw me.

"Ah, Senior!"

I had no time for greetings, so I just raised my hand to stop them.
They seemed to understand and closed their mouth.

"What's the situation?"

"Given the location, we're still counting the casualties."

"How many have been counted so far?"

"So far, seven people with serious injuries from being trapped under collapsing walls, and three with minor injuries from being hit by flying debris. The rest just have scrapes from the stones, so we haven't counted them separately."

Fortunately or unfortunately, it's less than I expected.
...No, this is fortunate. At least there are no fatalities.

Feeling like my throat was burning, I let out a short sigh and started walking.
In the distance, I could see a large wolf-like monster trembling.

Judging by the smell of blood reaching me from here... it must already be dead.
I clenched my fist out of sight of others and approached the monster.

"...The cause?"

Please don't let it be what I think.
Please...

I wished they wouldn't answer, but.
Reality is always cold.

"The cause was a fight between that collapsed monster and a blonde girl with horns and wings, they say."

They say?

"What do you mean 'they say'? You're not certain?"

"Ah, I apologize. It happened during a clash between those two."

I had asked with a glimmer of hope, but was immediately denied.
With a deep sigh, I strode forward, and the monster that had been hidden by the crowd came fully into view.

The monster was easily over 2 meters tall, and strangely, it had a metal plate embedded like an eye patch above its eyes.
And on that plate was engraved the face of a smiling clown, identical to the one I'd seen on the train.

'Harmageddon....'

So it's their doing again.
Swallowing the curse that almost escaped my lips, I took my eyes off the plate and examined the monster's condition.

All of the monster's limbs except the left arm were bent backward, and it had a large laceration extending from the right side to just below the neck.

The only fortunate thing was that its thick muscles had prevented its internal organs from spilling out.

Splat—

Of course, while its organs weren't spilling out, it had lost a tremendous amount of blood.
I'd seen enough blood in the past to be desensitized to it.

"Ugh...!"

Ignoring the sound of retching from behind me, I approached right up to the monster and examined it from various angles.
There didn't seem to be any bombs planted, so I immediately called my noona.

[Hello? Where are you?!]

"Noona, please send a recovery team to my location. It's easily over 2 meters, so send a 5-meter container to be safe."

[Choi Hyun!!]

Her voice hit my ear so loudly that it sounded like the speaker was tearing.
I flinched at my noona's shout that struck my eardrums.

[Calm down. You're not thinking straight right now.]

"I am thinking straight."

[A person thinking straight runs out in the middle of a meeting without hearing the full report? And then somehow finds the scene without being told where it is, and now requests a recovery team? If you weren't an S-Class Hero, your behavior would make you look like an accomplice to whoever caused this incident!]

"...I'm sorry, noona."

[You only call me noona at times like this....]

I heard a deep sigh through the earphones.
I wanted to argue, but nothing she said was wrong, so all I could do was apologize sincerely.

[...Fine. Where are you now?]

"That hospital. Seongmo Hospital."

[Don't move an inch from there and wait. This isn't a warning from your sister or your senior—it's an order from the Director. Understand?]

"But—"

[Enough, that's it. Don't be reckless. Stay there and cool your head. Help with crowd control while you're at it. Got it?]

"...Got it."

At my noona's stern warning, I swallowed the sigh that was about to escape and ended the call.
With mixed feelings, I looked down at the monster for a moment.

Trying hard to hide my emotions, I turned around and approached the B-Class Hero.

"I'll help with crowd control, so keep people away from the monster. Focus on controlling reporters who come to cover this."

"What about the suspect? That... blonde child with horns."

That question stopped me in my tracks.
I knew what answer I was supposed to give, but I couldn't bring myself to say it.

After keeping my mouth shut for a moment, I took a breath, feeling eyes on me.

Repeating my noona's warning not to be reckless over and over in my head, I managed to give an answer with difficulty.

"...The suspect has a distinctive appearance, so we'll find them quickly. Headquarters is on it, so let's focus on controlling the scene for now."

"Ah, yes sir!"

Seeing reporters starting to gather in the distance now that the situation was under control, I suppressed a sigh that was about to escape.

'Today is going to be a long day.'

I sighed at the frustration welling up and looked up at the sky.
The sky was full of dark clouds.

* * *

I killed a person.
No, no. Not a person but a monster... no, a kaiju. That's what I killed.

Throughout my escape, I kept telling myself it wasn't a person but a kaiju, but no matter how much I tried to rationalize it, I couldn't stop seeing the face of that kaiju suffering as it died.

Why are you so troubled about killing a kaiju, not even a human?

Not a person but a kaiju? Then what about how it was crying for its mother at the end?
And that creepy man brought it out. If it was a kaiju brought out by that mysterious man who claimed to be an executive of Harmageddon, then ultimately...

'It's a victim just like me. A person who became a kaiju....'

So in the end, that kaiju was also a person...
Then how is that any different from killing a person?

Why are you so concerned about hitting it a few times and killing it after being on the receiving end the whole time?
Why are you so worried about that?

'That... you're saying that now?'

So it's okay to kill someone just because you got hit once or got angry?
Because it's a monster, because it's now a kaiju, because it's okay to kill kaiju, it's fine to kill indiscriminately?

By that logic, I should die too.
Because in the end, I'm also...

—M-monster...!

From the perspective of other ordinary people, I'm just the same kind of monster.
I clenched my teeth at the mother's words and the child's terrified face that kept circling in my mind.

Yes. That's right. From an ordinary person's perspective, you're just a monster like all the others.
No matter how much you smile and approach them in a friendly way, in the end, they still think of you as a monster.

You saw it yourself, how scared that child was. You heard it directly, being called a monster.
Saving their life means nothing. No one acknowledges your efforts, no one cares, and it's none of their business.

Why?
Because it's not their problem. Why should they care when it doesn't affect them at all?

You'll never belong in this society anyway.
And you don't need to.

"Shut up... Shut up, shut up, fuck, I said shut up...!"

I hit my forehead with my palm to silence the whispers in my head.
I hit it hard and repeatedly until tears welled up and my head rang, and only then did the whispers disappear.

"..."

Only after all the noise disappeared could I stop walking.
Standing in place to catch my breath, I looked around.

Whether by instinct or unexpected luck, the place I had fled to from the hospital was an alley with few signs of people.

After looking around blankly for a moment, I looked up at the sky covered in dark clouds and hid myself deeper in the deserted alley as rain began to fall drop by drop.

Ch.36 - Suspect (2)
I arrived at the deserted stream construction site, cutting through the pouring rain.

I looked around to check if anyone was there, but the site was empty—perhaps all work had been canceled due to the sudden downpour.

*Just a little... Let me rest just a little while...*

After confirming no one was around, I trudged into the construction site.
Once hidden inside, I looked down at my sticky body that squelched with every movement.

Despite being in the rain for so long, blood still clung to my body, refusing to wash away.
But strangely, even covered in this much blood, I felt no revulsion.

It was like being drenched in thick paint.
Yes, just a mild discomfort from the stickiness and fishy smell.

I used to be so sensitive to fishy smells that I couldn't even eat shellfish or fish, yet here I was, covered in blood and feeling merely uncomfortable.
I had killed what might have been a person-turned-monster and felt almost nothing.

Just like swatting a mosquito on the wall.

"..."

Had I truly become a monster?
If I could kill someone and feel nothing, then yes, I must be a monster.

No... actually, I'd vaguely known all along.
I'd just been averting my eyes from reality while staying with Hyun.

*With these hands and wings...*

The moment I thought about it, indescribable emotions swirled inside me as I blankly stood in the rain.
I watched as blood spread like paint in the puddle forming at my feet.

"Ah..."

Blood—I should wash it off.
With hands in this condition, I couldn't properly wash my hair or body, but fortunately, the heavy rain was enough to rinse away the blood covering me without needing to use my hands.

I stood there until my body began to shiver, then crawled into a pipe of suitable size.
The open structure couldn't block the wind, but it was enough to shelter me from the rain.

I curled up inside the pipe and wrapped my wings around my body.
Blocking the wind with my wings made me feel a little warmer.

"Haah..."

I sighed deeply, overwhelmed by emotions I couldn't name.
How did I end up like this?

Why was I here, and why was I running away?
The answer was obvious, but I lacked the courage to say it aloud.

*If only I could turn back time, go back to that moment... if only that were possible.*

I kept chewing over these belated regrets, trying to soothe my bitterness.
I knew well that nothing would change by dwelling on it.

But I also knew that showing myself to people wouldn't change anything either...
In the end, I was the one who was wrong, the one who made the mistake.

I wanted to scream out of frustration, but I was afraid someone might come to capture me, so I just mumbled silently, hugging my knees and burying my head.
I felt pathetic and ridiculous, shivering in a pipe in the rain, denying reality.

"Cold..."

But even that was just a child's whining in the face of cold reality.
I hugged my legs tighter as my body trembled from the cold.

Nothing had changed.

I wanted to light a fire, but doing so would immediately reveal my location.
More importantly, I had nothing to light a fire with.

If I knew how to breathe fire, that would be different, but this wretched body refused to obey me...
Why couldn't anything go my way? Why did these things only happen to me?

I bit my lip in rising indignation and frustration.
Did I become a monster because I wanted to? Did I kill because I wanted to?

"Shit..."

I knew I was just blaming others, but if I didn't do this, I felt my mind might break.
I kept sighing to calm my throbbing head.

As I continued sighing mechanically, my heightened senses suddenly detected someone's presence.
I quickly raised my head and looked around, but of course, I couldn't see anything from inside the pipe.

Just as I was about to peek out to check...

"Damn it! Who left the materials by the stream in this rain?! Who's going to take responsibility if they wash away?!"

Startled by the loud voice that echoed into the pipe, I quickly darted out.

"Wha-what the?!"

Ignoring someone's surprised voice behind me, I ran along the stream.
I thought if I kept running, I might escape far away, but the suddenly rising water forced me to climb out of the stream.

As I emerged, the gazes of passersby immediately converged on me.
Some looked startled, others pitying. Some looked puzzled, others repulsed.

Their expressions varied, but there were a few commonalities.
They all carried umbrellas, and as soon as they saw me, they discreetly took out their phones and started filming me.

My heart raced madly.
My mind went blank.

Trembling, I looked around, then fled from the crowd, terrified of their stares.
But everywhere I turned, there were people blocking my path.

There were too many people.
Each of their gazes pierced through me.

[Breaking news.]

At the familiar voice of a news anchor, I jerked my head up to find the source.
On a large electronic billboard, a familiar-faced anchor was delivering breaking news.

[Just moments ago, at approximately 2:10 AM, a monster appeared at Seongmo Hospital. This monster reportedly died after a fierce battle with a young girl, who is currently on the run.]

And that breaking news was about me.
The anchor on screen was talking about what I had experienced and what I had done.

[We will now show you footage submitted by a citizen who was at the scene.]

The anchor said this and played what looked like mobile phone footage.

[—Kuuuaahpaaaa!!]

The monster on screen was clearly crying out in pain.
I thought I must have misheard.

[—It hurts!!]

But I hadn't misheard.

"What...?"

The monster in the video was crying out that it hurt, begging for it to stop.
I couldn't understand. When I fought it, it had sounded like nails on a chalkboard, so why?

[—Uuuaahpaaaa!!]

But why on earth?
Why in that video did it sound like it was crying out in pain? Why?

Even worse, all scenes of me getting hit and thrown by the monster were edited out, showing only me striking the monster with my wings and the monster crying out in pain.
And the child and mother I had saved were cut from the footage, showing only me looking down at the monster.

This is wrong. I was hit more, I was hit first, so why am I the only one portrayed as the villain?
While lost in thought, the video ended with a scene of me looking around covered in blood, then fleeing frantically.

After the video ended, the anchor reappeared and began methodically listing information about me.
My photo was displayed beside her, with the word "suspect" stamped above my head.

[The suspect on the run is approximately 140cm tall.]

As I stared blankly at the billboard, murmurs began to rise around me.
I tore my eyes from the screen and looked around.

[Distinguishing features include long blonde hair reaching the waist, golden eyes, wearing a Seongmo Hospital patient gown, and possessing horns, wings, and unusual hands.]

The murmuring that had started when the video appeared grew louder as the anchor listed each detail about me.
Interest in me was shifting from curiosity to fear and disgust.

[If you spot a suspect matching this description, please immediately report to the Hero Association or police—]

As the anchor finished speaking, the murmurs turned to screams.
Confusion spread instantly, and people around me began to flee.

"M-monster!!"

"Run away!!"

"Hero! Someone call a Hero!!"

They called me a monster, a freak, as they ran away.
Some even grabbed long sticks from nearby and confronted me.

Seeing people scream and flee at the sight of me made me feel terrible, as if I really had become a monster.
No, it was worse than terrible.

Something inside me...
Something human within me felt like it was being chipped away.

—You'll never belong in this society anyway.
—We're going to make sure you can't.

With two voices echoing in my head, I trembled beneath my eyes and turned to flee.
Or rather, I tried to flee.

Thud——!

"Hyun..."

"..."

If only Hyun hadn't blocked my path.

Ch.37 - Suspect (3)
The sound of rain filled the air—nothing but the sound of rain.

Even the panicked screams that had filled the streets moments ago were gone. It was so quiet that my own breathing seemed loud, as if I were covering my ears with my hands.

"..."

Hyun, who appeared through the pouring rain, had a completely different aura than when I'd seen him at the hospital. I couldn't even greet him, let alone act familiar. The atmosphere was that heavy.

I could only stare blankly at his back, seeing this side of Hyun for the first time in my life. That once-reassuring back now felt like an impossibly high wall.

But it was okay. Hyun would surely do something. He'd somehow fix this situation. He told me to trust him, so I looked at him with that faith.

After standing silently for a moment, Hyun looked around and spoke.

"It's okay now, everyone. I'm here."

He smiled at the people, not at me, reassuring them. I was the most confused person here, yet he never once turned toward me.

"Oh... Oh! It's Choi Hyun!!"

"I-I'm seeing him in person for the first time!!"

"We're saved!!"

People cheered at Hyun's appearance, feeling relieved. I couldn't react at all.

I felt betrayed. Yes, I'd done something wrong, but I thought Hyun would take my side.

But he didn't. Hyun prioritized the people over me.

"It's an S-Class Hero!!"

No... perhaps it was only natural. Hyun was a hero, and I was a monster.

I was the bad one. I was the one who did wrong, who committed crimes.

It was all my fault.
...But was it really all my fault? Am I really the bad one?

"This area is dangerous, so please evacuate! I'll handle this!"

My eyes trembled as Hyun called me dangerous. An indescribable emotion began to overturn my thoughts.

Feeling safer now, people around us began looking at me. They even started taking pictures with their phones.

*Don't look at me. Stop taking pictures.*

Don't look down on me like that. I'm not a monster. I'm just a normal person. I'm not a spectacle.

"Please stop taking photos and evacuate immediately!"

I looked at Hyun as I heard his voice while grinding my teeth in anger. He was pointing at a citizen holding a phone and shouting.

The person seemed to have nothing to say, lowered their phone, and started running away.

After people cleared out following Hyun's instructions, he turned toward me. Not just a glance like before, but fully turning his body to face me.

Yes, Hyun would be different. He probably couldn't say anything earlier because people were around. I faced him with a small hope.

But even after everyone had evacuated, Hyun didn't say anything. He just looked at me with a complicated expression without speaking.

"Hyun...?"

No way. It couldn't be.
Hope turned to anxiety, shaking me.

As I was slowly backing away, Hyun put his hand to his ear.

"...I've found the suspect at the intersection near Samjeong-dong stream."

With those words, I stopped backing away and stared blankly at Hyun.

"There's a risk of escape, so I'll subdue and transport from the site."

"Subdue...? You're joking...?"

Hyun didn't answer this time either.

"It's a joke, right? It's a joke!?"

Maybe he didn't hear me. I spoke louder, but again, Hyun gave no response.

"Hup!"

With a short breath, he charged directly at me. Perhaps because I'd gotten used to fast movements from fighting the wolf monster, I could see Hyun rushing toward me.

I raised my hand to block, but hesitated and lowered it again, thinking, "Surely not." In an instant, Hyun grabbed my wrist and one shoulder, then tripped me, slamming me to the ground.

"Oof!?"

My face hit the road, and my arm was twisted behind my back. The weight of his knee pressing between my shoulders was substantial.

Of course, it didn't hurt. It didn't hurt, but... the sense of betrayal was greater than any pain.

"Let go!!"

In a surge of emotion, I spread my wings as forcefully as possible, shaking Hyun off and getting to my feet. I watched as Hyun, startled, was hit by my wings and sent flying.

"..."

Thankfully, Hyun didn't seem injured. I felt relieved for a moment, but then an overwhelming sense of betrayal hit me.

"Why... are you doing this?"

"..."

Again, Hyun said nothing. Does he really think I'm the criminal? Did he really come to capture me?

I felt something crawling inside my head.

"That's not it...?"

No. Hyun wouldn't do this without reason. He's just a hero. He has to act this way because people are watching.

But does he need to go this far? I would have listened if he'd just talked to me.

He's a hero. How could a hero take a monster's side? Especially in front of people.
But before being a hero, he's my friend. My only friend, like family. He should at least think about me after everyone else is gone.

That's just using Hyun's feelings.
If we're friends, I should understand that much.

"Hey, Choi Hyun. Answer me, okay?"

Stop this nonsense. Understanding because we're friends?
Then why doesn't Hyun understand me?

It can't be helped.
Hyun probably doesn't want to do this either.

So your heart hurts? Then who compensates for my pain?
What the fuck was I supposed to do in that goddamn situation?

"...The suspect is attempting conversation. Ignoring and continuing to subdue."

This, this transformation is already driving me crazy with unfairness, and now what more do you want from me?
It's already shitty enough that I can't do anything alone, and now you're saying it's all my fault for killing the monster that attacked me?

Should I have just died there? Should I have just taken the beating until I died? Should I have just endured while being torn apart?
Why only me? Why? Why? Why?

"Why...?"

I covered my ears against the noise filling my head, but the buzzing voice didn't disappear even when I blocked my ears.
Covering my ears made the surrounding noise quieter, but the voice in my head only grew louder.

In the end, Hyun is using me too. He wants the S-Class Hero title and the Dragon Slayer title too.
How much must he be drooling? "Hero who killed a dragon"—it's a title any man would be excited about, right?

I clutched my head while breathing roughly.
The voice was so loud my head felt like it would burst.

"Ugh... uugh...!"

Staggering backward, my foot caught on the curb and I fell backward.
In that split second as my body fell back, I turned to look at Hyun.

Our eyes met as he looked my way, but...
Hyun didn't try to catch me.

In the end, I fell straight into the water pooled above a blocked drain.
The smell of cigarettes mixed with some unknown foul odor assaulted my nose.

I couldn't understand why I had to suffer like this.

['It's unfair']

For the first time, the voice in my head overlapped with my thoughts.
I felt like crying from the unfairness. More than that, I was so angry my head felt like it would explode.

Hyun must have thought he saw an opportunity, because as soon as I fell, he rushed toward me.

As I stared blankly at him...

—Slash him

With that thought filling my head, I spread my hand wide, raised my arm, and swung it downward.
Faster than my conscious will to move, my body reacted to the voice and swung my arm.

No, it was being swung.

*I shouldn't do this.*

That thought came too late—my hand with nails extended was already swinging toward Hyun.
I tried to stop, but my nails reached Hyun before I could.

Slash—!!

Finally, with the sound of water parting, my nails touched Hyun's face.
I trembled at the eerie sensation of cutting through something at my fingertips.

Plop, drip-drip—

Bright red blood dripped into the puddle on the ground.

"Kuk..."

I trembled as I looked ahead at the sound of pain.
A large wound stretched from Hyun's chin to his forehead.

*Did I do that?*

I denied it. But no matter how much I denied it, the fact that I caused that wound wouldn't change.

"No... I... H-Hyun."

What have I done?
Why did I attack Hyun? Why?

This wasn't necessary.
Did I almost kill Hyun—with my own hands?

"No... I...!"

My heart was racing madly.
Everything spun before my eyes.

Hyun was hurt because of me.
I almost killed him.

I almost killed my benefactor, my childhood friend, with my own hands.
That fact drove me insane.

Looking down at Hyun's blood on my hands, I covered my face with both hands.
If only I had let myself be subdued earlier, this wouldn't have happened.

"It's my fault. I, I..."

Trembling as I looked at my hands, I looked up at Hyun.
Without a word, he rushed at me and punched me in the solar plexus.

With a feeling like my heart would burst, I lost consciousness and collapsed.

Ch.38 - Case Summary (1)
As the meeting broke up, Ha-Young remained alone in the empty conference room when she dropped her phone while watching the news.

The news was showing explicit footage of Sia one-sidedly tormenting a monster and finishing it off with her claws.

"What the hell is this?"

Ha-Young couldn't believe her eyes.
Not only that, but she couldn't understand the current situation at all.

The so-called "submitted footage" being shown was such a poorly spliced video that you could see the edited parts, but she couldn't comprehend why such footage was being broadcast so openly on the news.

"As if I don't have enough to worry about... what is this now?!"

Regaining her senses a beat late, Ha-Young realized she had been in the middle of a call and quickly picked up her dropped phone.
After checking that her phone wasn't broken, Ha-Young took a deep breath and put it to her ear.

"I apologize, Association President. I dropped my phone."

[That's quite alright, Director Seo Ha-Young. It happens when you're busy. So, what's the matter?]

When the Association President directly asked what was going on, she briefly closed her mouth to think.
Of course, her "thinking" was only a split-second deliberation.

"Some rather sensitive content has been reported on the news."

Ha-Young laid out the facts without any embellishment.
With things having escalated this far, it was a wise choice since there was no way to cover it up by being evasive.

[I've already seen the breaking news about Seongmo Hospital.]

"Then..."

[Times may have changed, but it seems the Association's standing has really fallen. To think they would broadcast such content without any consultation with the Association.]

The Association President laughed with a "ho ho," but Ha-Young, who had known him longer than anyone since the Hero Association was established, found the laugh chilling.

Though the Association had weakened considerably since all the Gates closed, it was an organization that once stood above the law when the Gates were open.

Of course, being the "Hero" Association in name, they generally avoided illegal activities, but that didn't mean they never engaged in them.
How many politicians and businessmen had quietly disappeared under the Association President's hand without the public knowing?

Knowing this well, Ha-Young could vaguely imagine what might happen if the Association President became entangled with Sia.
And that it wouldn't be anything good.

[It's been a while... I should have a chat with the broadcasting station director.]

*If it weren't for Hyun, I would have just left this alone...*

Swallowing the sigh that threatened to escape, Ha-Young stopped the Association President who said he would call directly.

"No, I'll handle it myself. This isn't a matter that requires your personal involvement, President."

[What will people think if they see such broadcasts? Won't they blame the heroes for incompetence and develop antipathy toward the Association's existence?]

The Association President ignored Ha-Young's words and continued with what he wanted to say.
Since Ha-Young was well aware that this was his typical manner of speaking, she firmly continued with her point.

"If you get involved in a matter of this scale, it could revive the old accusations of Association dictatorship and generate significant backlash."

[Hmm.]

"So I think it would be better if I stepped in to handle this conversation."

*Please just let it go. Please just let it go...!*

Though Ha-Young appeared calm on the outside, inwardly she was praying that the Association President would just let it pass without making an issue of it.
The Association President's silence wasn't long, but that brief moment felt excruciatingly long to Ha-Young.

She swallowed dryly as she waited for his response.
And soon, the Association President spoke.

[You must have a lot to do as Director. How about leaving this to this old man?]

*Yes...!*

The fact that he was responding to her question rather than changing the subject meant he was agreeing, and Ha-Young inwardly rejoiced.
Of course, being the seasoned professional she was, she showed no outward sign of her relief.

"My workload is nothing compared to yours, Association President."

[Indeed... Certainly, if I were to get involved, things might become more complicated. Very well, I'll leave this matter to you, Director.]

"Yes, I'll handle it as cleanly as possible without any unnecessary noise."

[Ho ho ho, I've known you for so long, Director Seo. I believe you'll handle it well even without such assurances.]

*Thank goodness...*

Relieved once again by the Association President's affirmation, Ha-Young swallowed the sigh of relief that nearly escaped.
As she paced around the conference room while talking with the Association President, Ha-Young frowned at the report displayed on the monitor.

—Bucheon City, Samjeong-dong riverside intersection, S-Class Hero Choi Hyun arrived. Currently confronting the suspect.

Did I just see something wrong?
She closed her eyes tightly and opened them again, but the text on the monitor hadn't changed a bit.

She had clearly told him to stand by.
She had told him multiple times to do nothing and just stay put, that she would handle it.

*I told you to stay put, seriously...!*

As if my head doesn't hurt enough already, these two are causing trouble in tandem...!
Unable to express her anger while on the call with the Association President, Ha-Young gritted her teeth to suppress her frustration and sat down when she suddenly felt dizzy.

[So, have you thought about the vice chairman promotion I proposed last time?]

"I appreciate the offer, but as I mentioned before, I know my place and intend to serve as Director until the end."

[That's a shame. It would be perfect if someone as capable as you would work directly under me.]

"Ahaha..."

The Vice Chairman position of the Association sounds great just by the title.
But in reality, it's the worst position where you have to handle most of the Association's work while acting as the invisible hand of the President.

*Don't make me laugh. You think I'd become your toilet paper to clean up your messes?*

Ha-Young knew this well and laughed it off awkwardly.
The President wasn't the type to create unnecessary problems either, so he let it pass.

[We don't talk like this often, so I end up saying unnecessary things. I understand your position. Then, I'll leave the rest to you.]

"Yes, understood."

As soon as she confirmed that the President had hung up, Ha-Young let out a deep sigh.
Nothing had changed, but she was at least grateful that the frustration had dissipated as she picked up her phone again.

Broadcasting Station Director

Looking at the four characters displayed on her phone screen, she sighed deeply and pressed the call button.
After several rings, there was a click, and the voice of an unpleasant middle-aged man came through.

[My goodness, who do we have here? Director Seo, isn't it? You must be very busy, what brings you to call me?]

Still that unpleasant tone.
Ha-Young knew the director always spoke like that, but she couldn't hide her displeasure.

"I wish I didn't have to be busy with this kind of thing, Director Choi."

[Oh dear, how troublesome. I'm just as busy as you are, Director Seo, and I'm not quite sure what matter you're referring to...]

Ha-Young felt her chest tighten at the director's feigned ignorance and rubbed her brow.

"Let's not pretend. The footage you broadcast in the breaking news—what were you thinking?"

[The footage in the breaking news... Ah, you mean that video of the wolf monster fighting the blonde monster? Hmm, I'm not sure what the problem is.]

The director's voice through the phone genuinely sounded like he didn't understand the issue.

Ha-Young let out a hollow laugh at his brazenness and asked in a lowered voice.

"You say you don't see what the problem is? Surely... Director Choi, you haven't forgotten the clause stating that any news related to heroes must go through a review before broadcasting?"

[Of course not. How could I forget that clause? It's impossible to forget. It's the clause that has cost so many broadcasting directors their positions.]

"...Let's stop the sarcasm. I didn't call to argue with you."

[I didn't particularly intend to be sarcastic, but there's no need for us to hurt each other's feelings, so let's do that.]

Ha-Young felt her stomach turning at the director's voice, which had a hint of amusement despite his denial.
Rummaging through her drawer for stomach medicine, Ha-Young swallowed the bitter liquid rising in her throat and continued the conversation.

"Upon review, I see quite a few problems with the footage that was broadcast... Why did you air it on the news without any consultation?"

[Problems? I don't understand what you're saying. The clause set by the Association states that if a hero appears in the footage or if the footage is related to heroes, it must go through review. As I recall, there's no clause stating that footage must be reviewed just because a 'monster' appears in it?]

This is sophistry.
Monsters are also considered hero-related footage. That's how the Association defines it.

Of course, news about a monster appearing or a monster on the run can be broadcast without review, but this footage is different.
It's not about Sia "fleeing" but about "what" Sia did.

Ha-Young was about to open her mouth to say this, but—

—Suspect subdued, Choi Hyun being transported to hospital with suspect due to injuries.

Another report appeared, leaving her speechless.

"...I apologize, but something urgent has come up. Could we continue this discussion later?"

[Yes, of course. I'll see you later then.]

As the director chuckled softly and hung up with a click.
With her throbbing head and burning stomach, the trembling Ha-Young—

"What the hell are these bastards doing?!"

For the first time using the word "bastards," she rushed out of the conference room.

Ch.39 - Case Summary (2)
In the treatment room of the Hero Association hospital closest to the scene.
Choi Hyun, sitting in a chair receiving treatment, noticed the doctor's hands stop wrapping his bandage and spoke up.

"Are we done?"

"Yes. Fortunately, the wound wasn't deep, so disinfecting and suturing was sufficient."

"How long will the anesthesia last?"

"The anesthesia will wear off in an hour or two at the earliest. If you experience severe pain after it wears off, take the painkillers I've provided. You can take these separately from your prescribed medication, so if it gets too painful, take one pill. Don't take too many in a short period—wait at least three hours between doses."

Hyun nodded at the doctor's instructions.

"Is my eye okay?"

"Only your eyelid was slightly torn. If it had gone just a bit deeper, it would have reached your cornea."

"That's fortunate. Can I go now?"

Fortunate?
The doctor blinked in surprise as she tidied up, wondering if she'd misheard.

Hyun looked at the doctor with his remaining good eye, as if asking what the problem was.
The doctor was momentarily speechless at his genuinely innocent expression.

It was good that the patient felt fortunate, but something... something about his tone felt different from a patient who was truly relieved.
The doctor opened her mouth.

"You can leave, but... are you really okay?"

"My eye is fine, isn't it? It's fortunate it ended here. Now I'll... go see the suspect."

The doctor was struck speechless by Hyun's response.
Working at the Association's hospital, she had seen many heroes over the years.

Even those called heroes typically hesitate momentarily when told they'll have scars.
But Choi Hyun was different. Without a second's hesitation, he said he was fine, that it was fortunate it ended here.

Moreover, he was ignoring his own injuries and immediately heading back to work.
Though Hyun wasn't showing it, his wounds were serious.

He acted as if his injuries were nothing, even seeming to think it was fortunate that he was the one injured.
At least, that's how it appeared to the doctor.

Though not a psychiatrist, years of treating heroes gave the doctor some insight.
She could tell that Choi Hyun's real problems weren't his external wounds.

"..."

The doctor watched as Hyun gathered his things.
She wanted to recommend psychiatric counseling but couldn't.

Heroes were already required to undergo mental evaluations.
Especially those who had been active since the Singularity received more detailed and thorough examinations than other heroes.

After the Light Dragon's Giman Catastrophe, if any serious issues were found during evaluation, an S-Class Hero would immediately be demoted.
Depending on the findings, they might even be advised to retire—that's how strict mental evaluations became after the catastrophe.

Yet Choi Hyun still maintained his position as an S-Class Hero.
This meant he showed no abnormalities in his evaluations, so what grounds would a mere doctor have to recommend psychiatric counseling?

"...Make sure to take the prescribed medication. And avoid alcohol and smoking until the wound heals."

"Yes, thank you for your help."

So the doctor could only offer these routine instructions and send Hyun on his way, hoping nothing would go wrong.

* * *

Uncomfortable.
Arms, legs, everything felt uncomfortable.

Opening my eyes to the sensation of being constrained, I found myself in an unfamiliar space.
Except for the door right in front of me, the sealed room had no windows, just an iron desk and chair sitting alone.

I tried to move my arms, but something held them firmly in place.
Looking down, I saw my arms bound by restraints. Not only that, but the chair was connected to the restraints, making it impossible to move my body.

What is this? What's going on?
As I blinked in confusion at the sudden situation, memories of what I'd done began to surface one by one.

I killed someone.
Then I ran away.

I almost killed my childhood friend who came to capture me.
My childhood friend who saved me, who helped me.

"...Ah."

My mind went completely blank.
All that remained was guilt stuck to the bottom of my consciousness.

"..."

I couldn't think of anything.
I didn't know what to do.

I didn't even know where things had gone wrong.
Everything I'd done seemed wrong.

I just felt... lost.

*Maybe it would be better if I just died.*

I despised myself for having such thoughts without the courage to actually die.
I hated my selfish self who hurt others because I didn't want to feel pain, who ran away from punishment after doing wrong.

I was in no position to criticize criminals on the news. I was just the same as them.
Strangely, no tears came.

No, not even tears would come.
I just blankly spent time cursing my pathetic self over and over.

—What did I do wrong?

A static-filled voice echoed in my head, accompanied by a tingling sensation like an electric current.
I instinctively flinched at the considerable pain, but could only make a rattling sound as my body couldn't move.

—It's not like I wanted to become like this.

I didn't want this body, but that's no excuse.

—I'm a victim too.

Being a victim doesn't give you the right to become a perpetrator.
That's just common sense.

—I was only protecting my body.

Then you should have stopped after striking with your wings and incapacitating them.
There was no need to chase and kill them.

—If I hadn't killed them, the child and the mother would have died.

I nodded unconsciously thinking "That's true, but..." before suddenly stopping.
If I hadn't killed them, those two would have died?

"Don't bullshit me..."

That monster was trying to run away from me.
If I hadn't approached after incapacitating it, it would have just stayed down.

—Even if I hadn't approached, that monster would have run around killing people nearby.

If that were true, it would have gone after others as soon as it appeared, not me.
But that monster targeted only me from beginning to end. I should have just subdued it and left it alone.

—But I didn't do that.

"No, I..."

I never intended to kill.
I was just trying to save those two people.

—But what did those two call me? They called me a monster. In the end, you're just a monster like that kaiju.

No need to deny it. Nothing changes even if you do.
No matter how hard you try, you'll only be rejected. Even if they pretend to be friendly or close, deep down they'll still think you're a monster.

—What about my childhood friend? Does he think I'm a monster too?

"Shut up... Shut up!"

As I twisted my body, grinding my teeth, the creaking chair couldn't hold and the backrest tore off.
While I was breathing heavily, the door opened with a creak.

Hyun entered the room.
The moment he walked in, I saw the bandage covering half his face.

His injury was because of me.
Not once, but twice.

Feelings of betrayal, disappointment, guilt, and regret mixed together, tormenting me.
Hyun must be in more pain than me, yet I felt disgusted with myself for feeling betrayed.

"Ah."

Hyun turned his head toward me at my inadvertent sigh, and I immediately lowered my eyes.
I couldn't meet his gaze, afraid of what expression he might have.

What should I say? Where should I begin?
Though we'd fought many times, we'd never experienced anything this serious, and I panicked.

"What's broken already when I just got here?"

At that casual remark, I quickly looked up.
I was afraid of how Hyun would look at me, but I was more afraid of growing distant from him.

"S-Sorry... I'll fix it right now. So..."

I tried to move while blurting out whatever came to mind, but my arms were bound, and I couldn't do anything.
Unable to act, I alternately looked at Hyun and the chair with its broken backrest, watching for his reaction.

"Hey, Yu Sia."

I froze at the sound of Hyun calling my name.

"Look at me."

"Y-Yeah..."

I have to look. Raise your head.
After steeling myself several times, I slowly raised my head to face Hyun.

His silent gaze was burdensome and frightening.
It felt like my sins were being exposed, and my head kept wanting to drop.

But I forced myself to meet his eyes.

"Why are you being so cautious? That's not like you."

I was dumbfounded by Hyun's smirking expression.
Smiling? In this situation?

I blinked blankly, completely unsure how to react to Hyun's unexpected behavior.
My mind went blank again, but for a different reason this time.

"Sit down. We have a lot to talk about."

Hyun sat down across from me as he said this.
It was going to be a long... a very long conversation.

Ch.40 - Case Summary (3)
Unlike at the hospital, Hyun and I faced each other not as childhood friends, but as suspect and captor, monster and Hero.
Where should I begin? How should I start?

Normally, I would have spoken without hesitation, but this time it was incredibly difficult.
Yet there was something I absolutely needed to say, so I squeezed out my courage and painfully opened my mouth.

"Your eye... is it okay?"

"It's fine. This isn't even really an injury. My eye is perfectly fine, just some small cuts on my forehead and cheek, that's all."

I trembled beneath my eyes as Hyun shrugged his shoulders, acting like it was nothing.
He had half his face wrapped in bandages and was saying it was nothing?

"How is that fortunate in any way...?"

"Huh?"

"I know it's ridiculous for me to say this after causing your injuries... but still! You're hurt! How can being hurt be fortunate?"

Hyun looked at me and sighed deeply while scratching his head.
The sigh was louder than I expected, making me flinch as I watched his reaction.

Even though I knew Hyun wasn't the type to make others feel uncomfortable, I found myself instinctively watching his reactions.
It was just a reflexive behavior.

"S-sorry... for raising my voice..."

Seeing me like this, Hyun blinked and waved his hands dismissively.

"No, no, I was just surprised. Getting injured like this happens often in Hero work, so I didn't expect you to get so angry about it. I'm sorry, I was being insensitive."

"Huh? No, why are you apologizing? I'm the one who did something wrong..."

"Anyway, I'm really fine, so let's talk about this later. We have more important things to discuss right now."

"...Okay."

As I forced myself to answer, Hyun nodded with a bitter smile.
After that, he couldn't continue for a while, just making "hmm" sounds before finally starting with a deep sigh.

"I've been thinking hard about what to say first, but I guess I should start with this."

What was he going to say that required so much consideration?
I swallowed nervously, worried he might say we couldn't remain friends anymore.

"Let's not be friends anymore"—I'd said and heard those words countless times in elementary school. Of course, we'd always end up playing together again hours later as if nothing had happened.
So back then, "breaking up" was just something children said when they were upset, before they knew any better.

It wasn't particularly scary; it was just a phrase.
But for some reason, thinking about that phrase now was a little... no, quite frightening.

My mouth went dry, and I couldn't keep my eyes in one place, glancing at Hyun repeatedly while fidgeting with my feet.
Just to relieve even a tiny bit of the anxiety that was tormenting me.

Have I become a coward?
That thought even crossed my mind.

"First... Sia, you'll soon be placed under isolation measures."

"Isolation measures... you mean I'm going to prison?"

"No, it's literally isolation, not prison. You're still a suspect before indictment."

Hearing words I'd only heard in movies in real life felt strange. Especially knowing they were about me.
In this oddly surreal situation, I slightly moved my bound arms and asked:

"Then why am I tied up like this?"

"It's part of the isolation measures."

"So I'll be tied up here? Until the trial ends?"

Hyun shook his head at my words.

"That's just temporary. They're looking for a suitable place to isolate you, so they had to tie you up for now. We don't normally restrain people like this. There were protests from human rights organizations when we did this before."

"I see..."

I nodded at Hyun's words.
There wasn't much else to say besides agreeing.

"Then I'll... become a criminal. Because I... killed someone."

"No. That's still unknown."

"...What?"

I reflexively asked again, thinking I must have misheard.
That statement couldn't possibly be a joke or prank. Hyun wasn't the type to joke about something like this.

If he was serious about not knowing yet...
How was that possible?

"If you had gone berserk and actually killed a person, you would be a criminal charged with murder, but your situation is a bit different."

"Don't tell me it's okay because I'm a monster or something?"

"Similar but different. If the other party was a monster and you were in a state where you completely lost your reason and couldn't control yourself, you could be found not guilty due to force majeure. And if killing that monster was unavoidable in the process of saving lives, that could also be grounds for acquittal."

The moment I heard I might not be punished, I felt a little relieved.
Relieved? I felt relieved? After killing someone? As soon as I realized this, I lowered my head in self-loathing.

I guess I'm in no position to criticize criminals anymore.
That thought made me laugh bitterly as I lowered my eyes.

"What does it matter? The fact that I... killed someone doesn't change."

The chilling sensation of tearing something apart was still vivid.
I denied it over and over again. I wished it had been a dream, to the point where even thinking that became exhausting.

But each time, the sensation remaining on my hands told me this was all real.
That I had killed someone. That's what it told me.

Even now, that's why I couldn't look Hyun in the eye.

Who would want a murderer as a friend?
What Hero would want a monster as a friend?

Because of these thoughts, I couldn't face Hyun directly.
I clenched my teeth and stared blankly at the desk.

"That's still unknown too."

"...If you're trying to give me hope, don't bother. No, please don't. I hate myself for having hope after killing someone. I want to die."

"It's not like that, so listen."

At those words, I raised my head.

"Remember what I said I couldn't tell you at the hospital?"

—It's something I can't tell civilians.

"I remember."

"It's related to that. I shouldn't tell you this, but... since you're now involved in this matter, I'll tell you."

I wondered if I should really be hearing this, but it was too late to stop Hyun now.
And it didn't seem like I could avoid hearing it even if I said I didn't want to.

"Harmageddon, you know about them, right?"

"...How could I not?"

They were the main culprits who made my body like this, and the villains behind this whole incident.

"If it weren't for them..."

I bit my lip in rising anger.

"Relax your mouth. You're bleeding."

At those words, I came to my senses and released my bitten lip.
The metallic taste of blood almost made me gag as it reminded me of the dying monster, but I held it in.

"So... what about them?"

"It seems Harmageddon has been creating artificial monsters recently."

"...Like me?"

Hyun shook his head at my words.

"Completely different. They weren't kidnapping people and modifying them into monsters. They were literally 'creating' monsters in cultivation facilities."

The reason he had to be away was because of dealing with those facilities.
Hyun said this with a sigh.

And hearing this, I couldn't believe my ears.
If what he said was true, then what I killed was...

"Not a human...?"

"We weren't planning to announce this until we identified all of Harmageddon's research bases, but with your situation, I'll have to call the next meeting as soon as possible and put it on the agenda."

"Can you just decide something like that?"

"I have to try somehow. It's not just anyone—it involves you."

I was so grateful to Hyun for saying that.
But at the same time, I couldn't understand why he would go this far for me, childhood friend or not.

"...Why are you doing all this for me?"

"What?"

"I know it's shameless to ask this after only taking from you. But... I really don't understand. Why would you do all this for someone like me?"

If our positions were reversed, could I have helped Hyun the way he helped me?
Could I have tried to help a friend who had become a murderer, bearing all the consequences?

Sure, I could say I would help a thousand times over. Anyone can say that.
But if asked whether I could sincerely help...

...I don't know. I really don't know.
It was too difficult a question for me.

"What's so good about someone like me... Why would you help a monster like me who casually tears monsters apart and kills them?"

"You don't seem to be asking because you want to hear me say 'because we're friends.'"

I blinked at Hyun who answered without the slightest hesitation.
Seeing me like this, he smiled slightly.

"A lot has happened over the years. Really... um... a lot has happened."

After being unable to continue for a while, tapping his fingers on the desk, Hyun eventually continued with an awkward smile.

"Ten years ago, I lost you in the Singularity Incident. Six years ago, I lost my family and friends in the Giman Catastrophe. I couldn't do anything. I was weak back then. After that, I worked hard to the point of nearly dying to become an A-Class Hero, and then Harmageddon started rampaging... I lost colleagues right before my eyes because of their terrorism. In the end, I had to kill a colleague who had become a monster with my own hands."

Hyun was telling this story with a calm expression as if reading a book, but the content was far, far more terrible than I had imagined.
How broken must Hyun's heart be to talk about such things so casually?

"So after that, I made a promise. That I wouldn't lose anyone else. That I wouldn't let go of anything."

Hyun, who had been speaking with a calm expression, said this with a wide smile showing his gums.

"Even if I die, I will protect my people."

That seemingly pure, clear smile—the same one he showed when he saved Grandmother—looked terribly distorted to me.

Ch.41 - Case Summary (4)
After that, we talked about various things, but honestly, I couldn't focus on any of it.
I was too worried about Hyun, who was smiling casually despite having his face stitched up after being torn open.

Every time Hyun looked at me and smiled, I worried his wounds might reopen, and each time, he would look at me with an expression that seemed to ask what was wrong.
To be honest, every time I saw him like that, I wanted to get angry. I wanted to tell him to just go rest if he was hurt, to take care of himself first instead of worrying about someone like me.

But knowing why he ended up like that, I couldn't bring myself to say those words.
I could only look at him and hope he was really okay.

"—Are you listening?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah."

"It's obvious you haven't heard a word."

I smiled awkwardly as Hyun sighed and crossed his arms.
I couldn't think of any other way to respond.

Looking at me, Hyun scratched his head and said:

"Is it because of what I said earlier? Are you that bothered by me saying I'd protect my people even if it kills me?"

I couldn't help but be surprised by his directness.
We might be close enough to vaguely understand each other's thoughts just by looking at expressions, but I never imagined he'd be this straightforward.

Hyun seemed to read my expression again and chuckled, leaning back against his chair.
His expression was half-transcendent, as if he'd been through this too many times.

"I'm fine. Really."

He says he'd die to protect others, and he thinks that's normal?
Sure, as a Hero, that's probably the perfect mindset. But can that really be considered sane?

"I never thought I'd have to say this, but Heroes regularly undergo psychological evaluations—counseling sessions with psychiatrists."

"Oh."

"If anything abnormal shows up, I'd immediately lose my S-Class position, but I've maintained it for years. If something was wrong with my head, how could I keep my S-Class status?"

Maybe I'm just too ordinary?
Are all Heroes like this?

The only Heroes I knew were Hyun and Noona Ha-Young, so I had no one to compare with.
But Hyun's words didn't seem like lies. He wasn't the type to lie about something like this anyway.

So if there really was no problem...

"...Really?"

"Think about it. If I didn't have an altruistic mindset, would I still be doing this job? I would've quit long ago."

I nodded unconsciously at his strangely convincing explanation.
While Hyun's explanation gave me some relief, it also left a strange uneasiness, like water stains on a mirror.

"Anyway. I'm really fine, so can we focus on the conversation now? This is the third time I'm explaining."

"Ah, sorry."

"Sigh... Where should I start from?"

"Um... something about isolation..."

Maybe I had too much on my mind, but even though I was sure I'd heard it, I couldn't remember anything.
Hyun looked at me with a disgruntled expression, then sighed deeply and rubbed his brow.

"You really didn't hear anything."

"...Sorry."

"Sheesh. I'm only letting this slide because it's you. If it were anyone else, I would've just left and let them stay in the dark."

I managed a small smile as Hyun cracked a joke to ease the tension.
After that, Hyun started explaining again, and with fewer thoughts distracting me, I was able to focus on what he was saying.

"So, you're saying I'll be living with you?"

"They can't just isolate someone who can go toe-to-toe with an S-Class Hero anywhere, so that's probably what will happen."

"Aren't you getting ahead of yourself? I haven't even gone to trial yet."

"As I explained earlier, the trial won't be a problem. You'll be found not guilty anyway."

Should I be happy about this?
Not knowing how to react, I just mumbled, unable to answer.

"Why that expression?"

"No, it's just... I'm wondering if I should be happy about being found not guilty after turning someone... I mean, a monster into that state."

I couldn't bring myself to say "killed," so I spoke indirectly. Hyun blinked and then let out an "Ah" of realization.
Seeing his expression, like someone who just remembered they forgot something important, I looked at him wondering what was going on.

"Ah. Um... how should I explain this? You might find this strange, but killing a Kaiju isn't considered a major crime. At most, it's a misdemeanor, and if you're a Hero registered with the Hero Association, killing a Kaiju results in acquittal."

"...What?"

What did I just hear?
The words were so shocking they were firmly etched in my mind, but my brain refused to understand them.

It was that nonsensical.
Heroes are acquitted for killing Kaiju? What is that? It's basically a license to kill.

"What is that? No, wait? That's weird."

You can go to jail for killing animals under animal protection laws or whatever, but it's okay to kill Kaiju?
What kind of crazy world is this?

Since I knew that Kaiju were people who had been modified, it made even less sense.
A chill ran down my spine, and I unconsciously jumped up from my chair.

"That's, that's not right!"

Not knowing what else to say, I just kept repeating the same words.

"So I could just be stabbed and killed for no reason while walking down the street? If the other person is a Hero, then just...!"

My heart was racing madly.
Images of the dying Kaiju, bleeding, flashed before my eyes, appearing and disappearing repeatedly.

Then, I flinched at the feeling of a firm hand on my shoulder.
Hyun, who had risen from his seat at some point, was holding my shoulder.

"Sia. Calm down and listen first. It's not what you think."

"But still... this..."

"My explanation was inadequate. I'm sorry. Just calm down a little and listen."

Hyun held my shoulders firmly so I couldn't escape and spoke while looking directly into my eyes.
After slowly gathering my emotions, I nodded, and Hyun spoke again.

"When I said 'Kaiju,' I was specifically referring to unregistered Kaiju."

"Unregistered Kaiju...?"

"It's a new law. All Kaiju must receive a Kaiju Registration Number. Like a social security number. Those who don't are unregistered Kaiju."

"But aren't they still the same people? Didn't they only start creating Kaiju recently...?"

"After the indiscriminate terrorist attacks by Harmageddon's modified Kaiju, people's perceptions changed a bit. They started saying, 'Even if a Kaiju is the same person, a Kaiju that loses its reason and kills people indiscriminately cannot be viewed as the same person.'"

Since it wasn't long after the Singularity Incident, people were particularly sensitive about deaths.
I nodded slowly at Hyun's explanation, then suddenly shuddered as a thought occurred to me.

"Wait, I haven't registered yet either...?"

"That's why I had to subdue you like that. If another Hero had been there, either that Hero would have died or you would have, and then a kill order might have really been issued."

"Ah..."

At those words, I slumped back into my seat and glared at Hyun.

"Something that important... you should have told me when I was in the hospital!! Then I could have gone to register right away...! Do you know how scared I was, damn..."

"I'm sorry. I was planning to tell you when we went to register after you were discharged, but I didn't expect things to turn out like this..."

When I glared at him with annoyance, Hyun reached out his hand to me apologetically.
As if telling me to take it and stand up.

"...My hands are tied, you idiot."

"Ah, sorry."

Hyun quickly lifted me up and sat me down.
His expression was so genuinely forgetful that I couldn't even scold him.

As I sat there trying to calm my racing heart, Hyun sat down again and said:

"Anyway, that's the whole story. Don't worry too much about the trial, I'll help you with it, and even if you're found not guilty, you'll have to stay with me because of the probation. Understand?"

I nodded.

"Good. It's not like we're getting you acquitted through illegal means like bribery; it's all legal methods, so don't feel too uncomfortable about it."

I forced myself to nod, and Hyun stood up.

"Anyway, I'll head out first. Sorry I can't untie you. It's legally mandated, so there's nothing I can do."

"I understand..."

"Then I'm really going now."

With those words, Hyun left the room.
After watching him disappear beyond the firmly closed door, I collapsed onto the desk.

"Haah..."

I was exhausted to the point of death.

* * *

After finishing his conversation with Sia, Hyun slowly walked down the empty corridor.
Feeling a vibration in his pocket, Hyun took out the phone he had put there.

[Noona Ha-Young]

Looking down at the ringing phone, Hyun scratched his head and answered.

"Yes, hello."

Expecting the roar that was about to come, Hyun squeezed his eyes shut, but when no response came despite his waiting, he cautiously opened his eyes.
And then.

["—HEY!!"]

"Ugh!?"

Startled by the half-beat delayed shout, Hyun dropped his phone.
The phone hit the floor with a thud, cracked on the screen, and then just turned off.

"...I'm screwed."

After pressing the power button several times with no response, Hyun sighed deeply and put the phone back in his pocket.

Ch.42 - Aftermath (1)
I headed straight to the Hero Association where my big sis was waiting, right after my phone got smashed.
I had to talk with her eventually, and using my broken phone as an excuse would only make things worse later.

The one fortunate thing was that when I answered the call earlier, she openly showed her anger instead of calmly saying "it's fine."
Why is her showing anger fortunate?

A few years ago, a sleazy reporter tried to link me to politics with some tabloid rumors.
What was it again? Something about me being able to work as an S-Class Hero because I had political backing.

My big sis's reaction then was truly...
Terrifyingly calm.

"It's okay. I'll handle this, Hyun. You just keep doing what you normally do."

With a smile on her face, she said that—then proceeded to take control of everything from the broadcasting company's funding sources to the reporter's background, sending the journalist who published that malicious article straight to hell.

Even now, I get chills remembering how she calmly sorted through documents while that reporter knelt before her in the Director's Office, begging for mercy after everything was over.

*There's a reason the Chairman wants to make her the next Chairman.*

She complains that she wouldn't take the position even if offered, but from where I stand, there's no one more qualified.
Anyway, I'd rather face her open anger and scolding than try to slip past it and end up in a one-on-one meeting with my truly angry big sis.

Of course, she wouldn't send me to hell like that reporter.
Still, having a face-to-face meeting with my big sis while she smiles and calmly expresses her anger is something I really, REALLY don't want to experience, even if it kills me.

*Just being in the same room feels like my soul is being shaved away.*

I shuddered just thinking about it.
Thinking I should get there as quickly as possible, I pressed the accelerator a little harder than usual.

Since I traveled this route daily, I arrived 20 minutes earlier than the navigation's estimated time. I parked my car in the parking lot and headed straight up to the Director's Office.

Outside the Director's Office, Yu Chae-Ah, my big sis's Sidekick, was sitting at her desk, occasionally glancing toward the office.
Hearing my footsteps, Chae-Ah turned toward me, widening her eyes and glaring.

*What on earth did you do to make the Director so angry!*

That's what her expression said. I gave her an awkward smile, and after looking me over, she rubbed her face and got up to go to the Director's Office.

Knock knock—

"Um... Director. S-Class Hero Choi Hyun is—"

["—Tell him to come in."]

"Yes, ma'am."

Chae-Ah, full of tension, turned around and strode toward me.
Unlike my big sis, Chae-Ah was usually grumbling by nature, so I blinked nervously, wondering if she was going to scold me. Instead, she examined the bandages covering my face with a worried expression.

"...Are your eyes okay?"

"Huh? Oh, they're fine. Just needed a few stitches."

I didn't expect her to worry about me.
Genuinely surprised, I answered a beat late, and Chae-Ah, looking up at me with a blank expression, let out a deep sigh.

"Haah... Seriously, be more careful when you work. Do you know how anxious we get when you're the only Hero who keeps getting injured while everyone else is fine?"

"I get enough nagging from my big sis, so please just let it go."

"I'm showing genuine concern and this is what I get... Anyway, if you're fine, hurry up and go in. The Director is extremely upset, and you have no idea how much I've had to tiptoe around."

"Alright, alright."

...I treat her like a little sister and this is how she treats me.
I wonder if this is how my big sis feels when I talk back to her.

Feeling strangely annoyed but not really upset, I scratched my head and opened the door to the Director's Office.

The Director's Office was quieter than usual.
That made it even scarier.

*I'm really screwed, aren't I?*

Swallowing nervously, I closed the door behind me and saw my big sis sitting on the sofa, drinking tea.
With a completely calm expression, even eating snacks.

"You're here? How are your injuries?"

She sounded furious on the phone earlier, but now she seemed unnervingly calm.

"What the hell, am I totally screwed?"

Faced with my big sis's completely unexpected demeanor, I blurted out my true thoughts.
I caught myself too late and shut my mouth, but the words had already escaped.

As I swallowed nervously and watched her reaction, my big sis, who had been quietly looking at me, rubbed her forehead with a deep sigh.

"I'm not that angry, so come sit down."

"Are you really not angry?"

"Yes. I'm really not angry. Or would you prefer if your big sis got angry at you?"

Ugh, no thanks.
I immediately shook my head and sat down across from her.

"Okay... Let's get one thing clear before we talk. I'm not going to lecture you about disobeying my orders."

I blinked in surprise at this unexpected statement.

"Really?"

"From the moment Sia was involved, I didn't expect you to listen to me anyway."

"Then why did you yell at me on the phone?"

"I was genuinely angry then. The Chairman kept pushing the Vice Chairman position on me, that slick broadcasting station director was spouting nonsense just to get a scoop... And then the report came in saying you were injured, so I was really, really upset."

"Ah..."

"So I momentarily lost control of my emotions and yelled. It ended up looking like I was taking out stress from elsewhere on you. I'll apologize for that part. I'm sorry."

Only then did I realize she wasn't really angry, and I scratched my cheek.

"No, it's... I was wrong too for ignoring orders and rushing to the scene to save my friend."

"Yes. But I'm still going to discipline you. No matter how much you're an S-Class Hero or my close brother, disobeying orders is a serious matter."

"Is it going to be a suspension?"

No way, I thought as I asked, but my big sis nodded.
Is this for real?

"Sia's isolation measures and Kaiju registration will be processed today. Your suspension will be processed along with it by tomorrow, so take some time off at home with Sia for a while."

"Um... I'm grateful, but I'm a bit surprised."

It might sound like I'm complaining about good fortune, but I was sincere.
Even S-Class Heroes can't do whatever they want. If they could, society would have collapsed long ago.

*Honestly, I violated orders knowing I'd accept whatever punishment came my way...*

I couldn't understand what she was thinking with this measure.
It was something the usual big sis would never do.

As I looked at her with these thoughts, she quietly drank her tea, set down the cup, and said:

"Does it seem strange that I'm being too lenient?"

"...Yes."

When I answered honestly, my big sis chuckled.

"I like your honesty. Anyway, I have my reasons for this disciplinary action."

"I figured you'd have your reasons since you said so, but it's a bit hard to understand."

My big sis nodded at my response.

"First of all, people don't know that you and Sia knew each other before. At most, they know you've been in and out of the hospital where Sia was, and that's not enough to say 'these two were acquainted from before!' Right?"

"That's true. Checking on the condition of someone who became a Kaiju is also part of a Hero's job."

"That's a nice way of saying surveillance, but anyway, let's move on."

With a deep sigh, my big sis leaned back against the sofa.
From that position, she pointed at me and said:

"Then, from the perspective of people who don't know about your relationship with Sia, if you, who received a suspension, become responsible for Sia's isolation, what do you think people will think?"

"That I received the suspension to isolate Sia...?"

"Exactly. From the perspective of people who don't know anything, that's how it would look."

My big sis nodded and continued, resting her chin on her hand.

"And second. This incident has revealed Sia's dangerousness to the world. A monster that can instantly kill Kaiju over 3M tall and even injure an S-Class Hero."

"Sia is..."

"I know what you want to say. That Sia isn't the kind of person who would hurt or kill others? That this incident happened unavoidably?"

I was speechless as my big sis understood everything I wanted to say before I could even start, so I just nodded.
Sighing once more, she crossed her arms and continued.

"But people won't see it that way. They won't want such a dangerous creature near them, nor would they want to live with one."

"...That's true."

It was painful to admit, but it was all true.

Considering how long it took for Mr. Park Gwang-Deok, the centipede Kaiju who never caused any trouble, to settle down, I wondered how long it would take for Sia, whose incident had spread through the news.

"That's why I'm processing Sia's isolation along with your suspension. If while you're in charge of Sia's isolation, Sia doesn't have any problems and doesn't cause any problems?"

"...People will think Sia is safe."

"More precisely, they'll think that Sia is safe when you're with her."

"Oh..."

"What do you think of your big sis's insight?"

My big sis said with a small smile.
To be honest, she looked really cool.

Ch.43 - Aftermath (2)
After the discussion about my disciplinary action and Sia's isolation was somewhat settled, Noona suddenly poured tea into her empty cup and spoke.

"What do you think about what happened this time?"

"You mean the monster appearing at the hospital or the breaking news? Which one?"

"Both."

Both, huh...
To be honest, I felt something fishy about both situations.

No, what happened at the hospital wasn't just suspicious—it had to be Harmageddon's doing. Not just because they're the only organization capable of such acts, but because there's solid reasoning behind it.

When a 3M-sized Monster appears, there are always eyewitness accounts, whether people like it or not. But that dying Monster at the hospital supposedly "appeared" suddenly without a single witness report.

I checked multiple times over the radio just to be sure. But no matter how many times I confirmed, the response team's answer was always the same: "It appeared suddenly, as if it had fallen from the sky."

*Only one group would pull that kind of crap.*

A few years ago, there were simultaneous, indiscriminate Monster terror attacks across the country. Back then, there were many reports of Monsters suddenly appearing, just like this time.

So there's only one answer, isn't there?

"The Monster that appeared at the hospital was definitely Harmageddon's doing. As for the news..."

The breaking news caught me by surprise too.
Well, the news about the Monster escaping wasn't the issue itself. That information needed to be broadcast for people's safety.

The problem was the footage shown in that breaking news.
I never thought the Association would allow such content to be broadcast.

"I never imagined that kind of footage would be shown in the breaking news."

Noona, who had been listening quietly, nodded at my response and picked up her teacup.

"That was broadcast without any consultation with the Association."

For a moment, I rubbed my ears, thinking I'd misheard.
Seeing me, Noona sighed deeply and said:

"You didn't mishear. That footage was unilaterally broadcast by the TV station without any discussion with the Association."

"Then earlier when you were talking about the station director..."

"That's right. I called the director about this incident. He said, 'Since the footage shows a fight between Monsters, we thought it would be fine to broadcast without consulting the Association.' Ha. What nonsense."

Putting down her teacup with a hollow laugh, Noona smiled and asked me:

"Think about it. Since the clause between the Association and broadcasting stations was established, has there ever been a case like this where footage was included in breaking news without any consultation?"

"...No, there hasn't."

"Exactly. Why do you think that is?"

"Because the Association is powerful."

"That's part of it, but it's also because there's nothing to gain from butting heads. Why draw blood when there's no need to fight?"

Noona was smiling with her eyes, but her words were chilling.
This is what makes her scary...

"I never thought they'd strike first by exploiting a weakness like this."

Noona sighed deeply, moistened her throat with tea, and continued:

"You know that Sia is Harmageddon's target, right?"

"Of course. How could I not?"

Even ordinary people become desperate when they lose research files or works in progress.
Those lunatics wouldn't just leave Sia alone when they had been using her as their test subject.

Just thinking about it made me frown with disgust.
After composing myself, I sighed and leaned back against the sofa.

Noona looked at me for a moment, then gazed down at her teacup and spoke:

"At first, I thought they'd try to reclaim Sia, but it seems that's not the case."

As Noona pointed out what I had vaguely suspected, I tilted my head back and looked up at the ceiling.
Really, how nice would it be if we could live with some peace of mind?

After climbing one mountain, another appears.
When will we ever be able to live comfortably?

With that familiar worry tucked away in a corner of my heart, I opened my eyes.

"They're probably aiming for Sia to go berserk. That's why they keep provoking her."

"Right. Broadcasting that footage was likely part of that plan."

I almost missed the significance of Noona's casual statement, but then I realized what she had said and adjusted my posture to look at her.

Noona was calmly drinking her tea with her eyes closed, as if nothing was wrong, making me blink in surprise.

"Are you saying there's a Harmageddon operative in the broadcasting station?"

"Not just in the broadcasting station, but in various other places too. There's one in that hospital, for starters."

"That hospital... You mean Seongmo Hospital?"

There's a Harmageddon operative there?
Even coming from Noona, this was hard to believe.

"No, that can't be..."

"Remember when I told you after talking with Sia that I'd try to control information about her identity from my end?"

"I remember."

"First, I checked everyone around her—from blood relations to local connections, from the attending physician to the nurses, everyone."

I widened my eyes at Noona's words and was about to speak when she raised her hand to stop me.

"Don't misunderstand. I didn't investigate them; I just made note of who these people were."

"Ah..."

"I'm not the Association President—I wouldn't do something so underhanded. Anyway, after this incident, I immediately looked into everyone around Sia."

Saying that, Noona abruptly stood up, perched on her work desk, and picked up one of the documents piled there.

"And I found something quite interesting."

Noona opened her eyes slightly and scanned the paper with half-lidded, languid eyes.
The moment I saw that expression, I was certain that whatever the content was, it couldn't be good.

"When I checked right away that day, the report clearly stated there was one doctor in charge of Sia and one dedicated nurse taking care of her."

"Don't tell me..."

"But when I looked into it again after this incident, they told me there was no nurse with that name."

Noona smiled faintly and fluttered the paper she was holding.

* * *

Inside the hospital with collapsed walls.
A nurse walking calmly through the corridor briefly looked at the crumbled wall before continuing on her way.

Taking long strides, the nurse entered an empty changing room and pulled a hair tie from her pocket, holding it between her teeth.
As the nurse undid her hair from the cap and tied it into a ponytail, her face began to melt away.

More precisely, it transformed into a completely different person's face.

In the blink of an eye, everything changed—from her facial structure to her height, voice, and even hair color. The nurse took off her uniform, put on a black shirt and jeans, and left the changing room.

"Oops, my glasses."

The nurse—no, a green-haired girl—put on round-framed fashion glasses with no lenses and adjusted her clothes in the mirror.

The girl's eyes reflected in the mirror were peculiar, with circles within circles, like a chameleon's eyes.

"Again, only the eyes didn't change."

Looking at the mirror with a blank expression, the girl rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. When she opened them again, the unusual eyes had transformed into normal ones with white sclera and brown irises.

"That's better~"

The girl smiled with satisfaction, stuffed her clothes and documents into a locker, and left through the emergency stairs to exit the hospital.

~♩

Just then, the girl's phone rang, and seeing the name on the screen, she smiled brightly.

"Helloooo~"

The girl answered playfully, drawing out the end of her greeting.

["Have you finished cleaning up?"]

The voice from the phone belonged to the man who had been talking with Sia.
Hearing the man jump straight into business, the girl puffed her cheeks and replied curtly:

"Geez... You start talking about work as soon as I answer?"

["Because it's that important."]

"Pffft, couldn't you praise me first? Do you know how nervous I was being next to that dragon all this time? And I filmed the video well, didn't I? Oh, speaking of the video, isn't the quality amazing? It's incredible that a phone camera can capture such good quality. Technology these days is scary~ I wonder if they'll soon invent machines that can detect shapeshifting?"

["You're still as talkative as ever. And didn't you volunteer to monitor Yu Sia? Besides, you seemed quite satisfied with your work from what I could tell."]

"Well, her fair skin made my mouth water every time she washed. Hehehe."

The girl flicked her long tongue and laughed unpleasantly.
As if he could see her, the man on the other end of the phone sighed deeply.

["Really... I won't question your sexual preferences, but I'd appreciate it if you could restrain yourself while working. So, what about what I asked earlier?"]

At the man's question tinged with a sigh, the girl looked back.
Adjusting her slightly lowered glasses, she firmly pressed a button.

—BOOM!

"I just finished, Boss."

She smiled brightly as she watched the hospital with black smoke rising from it after the explosion.

Ch.44 - Living Together (1)
The next morning.

I was absentmindedly watching TV with my hands folded and my chin resting on them, salivating at the food travel program playing on screen.

Am I still in isolation? Yes, I am. They just untied my arms and moved me to a different room.

Though it's called isolation, since I'm not a criminal, after our conversation ended they untied me and moved me to a room with a TV.

When I asked, they told me that the room I was in before—with just a chair and desk—was a counseling room, and they had planned to move me to this room once they confirmed I was safe.

I was so relieved when I found out that "monster isolation" didn't mean being tied up and locked in a cell with iron bars, which is what I had imagined.

Of course, I couldn't say that in front of the facility staff, so I kept quiet.

"Hmm..."

After watching TV and salivating for a while, I sighed deeply and turned away from the screen, lying flat on the bed. The ceiling of the isolation facility was similar to a hospital's, except without the worm-like patterns.

Maybe that's why... it felt similar to being in a hospital.

The difference was that in a hospital, I chose not to go outside, while in the isolation facility, I couldn't go outside.

*This is frustrating...*

When it was my choice to stay inside, I thought having a TV was enough and didn't mind not going out. But now that they've made it clear I absolutely can't leave... it was quite frustrating.

Of course, I know I can't go out just because I want to.
That's why I don't even bother asking.

*Since I can't go out anyway, maybe I should just sleep...*

I'd been mindlessly watching TV because I strangely couldn't fall asleep, but then I realized I hadn't slept at all since yesterday.
As soon as that thought crossed my mind, my eyelids suddenly felt heavy.

It was the kind of fatigue I could shake off if I tried, but I thought it would be better to get some rest, so I turned off the TV.
Was the TV too loud? When I turned it off, the isolation room instantly became quiet.

It was so quiet it gave me goosebumps.
"Quiet" wasn't the right word—"dead silence" was more fitting.

*...I hope I don't hear those strange whispers again.*

Though I felt a bit anxious, I figured silence was better than noise for sleeping, so I quietly closed my eyes.
I felt like I was floating on water as my thoughts began to blur.

—It hurts...—Suffering—It hurts!!—Run away!
—Stop it!—Monster!!—Hero!—M-monster!

Dozens of voices suddenly rushed in, piercing my mind.
The floating sensation transformed into a feeling of falling from the sky, squeezing my heart tight.

Then, like someone shining a flashlight in my face, what appeared with a blinding flash was:

—It hurts...!

The image of a monster dying, mercilessly torn apart by my claws.

*
*
*

"Huh!?"

I jolted awake with a gasp, feeling like my breath was caught in my throat.
How much time had passed? A day? Two days? No? Not even an hour?

Breathing heavily, I looked around and blinked at the clock on the wall.
It showed 8:15. I had closed my eyes to sleep at 8:10, so...

"Five minutes..."

Only five minutes had passed.
It felt like at least an hour had gone by, but it wasn't even five minutes.

How exhausted must I have been to fall asleep in just minutes?
How horrifying must that dream have been for me to wake up before even ten minutes had passed?

I definitely saw something terrifying... but I couldn't remember clearly.
That made it even more unsettling.

After sitting dazed on the bed and catching my breath for a moment,
I finally felt the discomfort washing over me.

"This feels gross..."

*Maybe I should ask them to let me change clothes...*

Just as I was thinking that and getting up,
there was a knock at the door—knock, knock—and then it opened.

"Are you busy? Your hyung is he—"

It was none other than Choi Hyun who opened the door.
Seeing him freeze mid-sentence, I blinked and waved lightly.

"You came earlier than I expected."

What's going on? Why isn't he responding?

Wondering what was wrong, I looked down and saw that my patient gown was clinging to my body, soaked with sweat I'd shed in that short time.
Maybe because it was my own body, or because my cylindrical body had almost no curves, it didn't look sensual or provocative—just normal.

It would be crazy to think that way about this body anyway.
But why was he standing there frozen?

As I was looking down at my body, lost in thought, my brain quickly pieced together the keywords.
Clothes clinging so tightly they revealed my nearly curveless body, him freezing as soon as he saw me.

*...No way?*

I didn't think he was like that, but could it be...!
My brain, working harder than ever, instantly reached a conclusion, and I immediately covered my body with my hands and wings.

But Choi Hyun spoke before I could.

"Um... *sigh*... Sorry. Right, you're a guy too..."

"...What?"

What the hell is this guy thinking?
My brain froze for a moment, and I forgot what I was going to say.

Choi Hyun looked at me with the same expression my mother had when she first discovered porn on my computer—that "how do I explain this" face.
It was infuriating that I could read his expression so well after knowing him for so long.

"It's not like that, you idiot!"

When I screeched at him, Hyun scratched his head and laughed awkwardly.
That expression of his, like he was just going to let it slide, annoyed me even more.

"...So, why are you here?"

"Why am I here? Why else would I be here if not to see you?"

When I glared at him with obvious irritation, he finally cleared his throat and changed the subject.

"Ahem! Remember the isolation thing I talked about yesterday? That's why I'm here."

"You mean me living with you?"

"Yeah, that."

I widened my eyes at his words.
I'm happy to get out of here sooner, but...

"Does that usually get processed so quickly?"

"Noona expedited it because it was related to you. She even processed your Kaiju registration at the same time, so don't worry and let's go."

I was about to nod when I hesitated.

"Can I change clothes first...? I feel gross."

"...I'll call someone."

Hyun said that and closed the door as he left.
I sighed deeply, remembering his disgruntled expression until the very end.

Maybe because I was annoyed, the uncomfortable feeling that had lingered since waking from the dream was long gone.

* * *

After cleaning up and changing clothes with the help of a staff member, I left the isolation facility and headed to the parking lot.
Hyun's car parked there wasn't some famous foreign model, but an ordinary domestic car.

"More modest than I expected."

"Huh? What is?"

"Your car. I thought you'd be driving something really expensive."

He's an S-Class Hero after all.
I thought he'd be driving something with a bull or horse logo, but seeing him with a domestic car was truly unexpected.

It's not that I have a thing for expensive cars, but it just didn't match the image I had.
Hyun chuckled at my reaction and said:

"As long as the car runs well, that's all that matters. Why drive an expensive car? I'd rather donate that money."

Just like a hero, thinking differently from the start.
With that thought, I approached the car to sit in the passenger seat.

"Hey, sit in the back, the back."

"Huh? Why?"

"The passenger seat will be too cramped and uncomfortable. The back is spacious, so sit there."

Since he wasn't wrong, I followed his instructions and sat in the back seat. After confirming I was seated, Hyun started the car.
The car smoothly pulled away and quickly left the building, driving onto the road.

The city visible through the window had changed so much.
It might be because I didn't recognize the streets, but even beyond that, so many things had changed.

"So much has really changed."

"It sure has."

When I was on the run, my vision was narrowed, and I didn't notice much, but now that my situation had changed, I could really see it all.
Well, they say even mountains and rivers change in ten years, so of course a city would change too.

Especially after the Singularity, the Giman Catastrophe, and terrorist attacks.
Actually, it would have been strange if things had stayed the same after all that.

"By the way, I didn't expect everything to be settled in just one day... I should thank your noona later."

"You should thank me, not Noona. If it weren't for me, you wouldn't have even met her."

I nodded with a bitter smile at his words.
That's right. If it weren't for Hyun, I'd be rotting in prison.

No, I might have been caught and killed by another Hero.
Or maybe I'd still be a test subject in Harmageddon's laboratory.

"Thank you. Really."

"...Ugh, what? Why are you being so sincerely grateful? It's creepy."

*Should I kick him?*

For a moment, I thought about kicking the back of his seat, but I refrained.
I'd learned not to disturb someone while driving, and with my strength, I might literally send him flying through the windshield.

"Fine. I try to thank you and this is what I get."

"You could have just said thanks normally instead of being all weird about it."

Something felt like it was stretching in my mind at those words.

"I thanked you sincerely, so why do you keep acting like this?! Want to get launched through the windshield?!"

"Hahaha! That's more like it. Now you sound like yourself."

I stared in disbelief at Hyun, who was laughing heartily.
Has he lost his mind?

Ch.45 - Living Together (2)
Two hours before meeting Sia, at the Association Director's office.
After receiving a call from Noona saying the paperwork was finished, I rushed to the Director's office and sat on the sofa just like yesterday, chatting with her.

"So, when you start living with Sia, you need to take good care of her."

"That was my plan from the moment I rescued her from the lab."

I answered with a smile, and Noona nodded back with a smile of her own. Whatever had happened overnight had left dark circles under her eyes, making her smile look somewhat forced.

"Right... You're an S-Class Hero, so I'm sure you know what you're doing... I'm just saying this in case."

Seeing how exhausted she looked, I wanted to reassure her, but honestly, I wasn't confident. Yet I couldn't bring myself to lie, so I scratched my cheek and admitted the truth.

"I can't promise not to worry. I can barely take care of myself, let alone someone else..."

Hearing this, Noona chuckled and patted my shoulder.

"Don't overthink it. Just act normal, like you always do."

I appreciated her encouragement, but it wasn't helpful. I gave a bitter smile and shook my head with a deep sigh.

"Acting 'normal' is exactly what's difficult."

"You know better than most what it's like to not be normal."

I nodded with a bitter smile at her words. How could I not know? It was one of the most painful aspects of being a Hero.

"...True. I'm just worried people will call me insensitive."

"Still, being called insensitive is better than the alternative, right?"

I chuckled at that and nodded. I couldn't help but agree.

*

Back to the present.

While driving, I glanced at the rearview mirror to check Sia's expression.
Fortunately, she didn't seem anxious looking at the city outside or tense watching people.

When she suddenly turned toward me, I naturally shifted my gaze back to the road.

She was oddly perceptive, and I wondered if she'd noticed me watching her, but when she turned back to the window, I felt relieved and stole another glance at her.

She might look fine on the outside, but I knew better than to believe that.

*She can't possibly be fine, not really.*

The sensation of taking a living creature's life with your own hands never disappears, no matter how much time passes. Plus, Sia had always been the type to shoulder problems herself rather than passing them onto others.

Would someone like that feel nothing after killing a monster, even if it was unavoidable?
Absolutely not. This isn't speculation—it's certainty.

Even I still remember the feeling of plunging a knife into a monster's heart for the first time.
I've become somewhat numb after killing so many since then, but Sia doesn't have that experience.

*They told me to treat her normally, but considering the situation, I don't even know where to start...*

The more I thought about it, the more overwhelming it felt, and I couldn't help but sigh deeply.

"Sigh..."

"What's with the sudden sigh?"

...I don't need to tell Sia all this. It would just burden us both.

"The car in front cut me off without signaling."

I brushed it off with that excuse.

* * *

....
Hyun is acting suspicious.

The way he keeps glancing... it's a little... no, very suspicious.

He keeps sneaking looks through the rearview mirror, clearly hiding something. I can see his eyes darting around, so I'm pretending not to notice, but what could he be hiding?

*Wait... do I smell bad?*

I did sweat a lot while sleeping, and I only changed clothes before coming out, so I might smell...
Is that why he keeps giving me those looks? I pretended to rest my chin on my hand while actually trying to smell myself.

Strange. I don't smell anything. Maybe I'm just used to my own scent?

While occasionally glancing at Hyun and sniffing myself, I heard:

"Sigh..."

I flinched at his sudden sigh. Could I really smell that bad? No way, right?

"What's with the sudden sigh?"

Hyun glanced at me briefly and shrugged.

"The car in front cut me off without signaling."

Oh...
Even cars with Heroes in them get the same treatment on the road.

With that thought, I turned back to the window.
After driving for about 30 more minutes, familiar buildings started appearing one by one.

You might think all buildings look the same, but there was an indescribable feeling of familiarity. Though much had changed from my memories, the moment I took in the surroundings and buildings, I felt a strange sense of recognition.

"Isn't this... our neighborhood?"

When I asked Hyun, he looked surprised with wide eyes.

"That's right. A lot has changed—how did you recognize it?"

Even if he asked how I knew, I couldn't really explain it...

I crossed my arms and thought about it, but couldn't come up with a good answer.

"It has changed a lot, but I just knew when I saw it? Some buildings are still exactly as I remember them."

"I see. That's good."

Perhaps because of the familiar scenery, memories I'd temporarily forgotten started flooding back.
With my forehead against the window, I compared my memories with what I was seeing now.

Oh, that building... that's the PC bang where Hyun and I went early during vacation and stayed until the 10 PM curfew.
I remember the PC bang was on the third floor, but now it's been changed to a café.

And there used to be a food stall over there, but it's gone now.
We always bought cup tteokbokki on our way home from school. That's a shame.

Oh, that pizza place is still the same.
I thought it was a different place because they changed the sign, but I recognized the owner's face.

*I should ask Hyun to eat there with me later.*

Pineapple pizza with extra pineapple.
The owner used to joke and ask if we were Hawaiian whenever we ordered. I wonder if he'd say the same thing if we ordered it now?

"Are you that happy?"

"Huh?"

Confused by his sudden question, I blinked, and Hyun chuckled.

"You've been flapping your wings this whole time."

"W-what? Really?"

I honestly had no idea I was doing that.
Surprised, I looked at my wings, but they were just hanging limply, as if denying they'd done anything.

"They're not moving now?"

"What are you talking about? You even hit the back of my head with your wing earlier."

"I did?"

If I had really done that, the back of his head would be cracked open and bleeding by now...
He looked fine on the outside, but was he just pretending to be okay?

"Is your head okay?"

"Is that an insult? It is, right?"

"What kind of person are you? There's no reward for worrying about you."

I sighed deeply, and Hyun scratched his head before answering.

"Oh, so you were worried about me?"

"As long as it's not cracked, it's fine."

"You little... you pretend not to care but secretly like looking after people."

"Shut up! If your skull cracks, we'll have a car accident! I'm tough enough not to get hurt in an accident, but what about you or other people?"

"Hahaha!"

Did he eat something weird? Why is he suddenly laughing? Do I need to crack his head open?
I frowned at Hyun, and after laughing for a while, he said with a faint smile:

"Don't worry, I'm an excellent driver."

"You lost to me in all those racing games back then."

"That was just a game! And how can you compare then to now!?"

"How can you compare then to now?"—that question left me speechless.
It's true that both of us have changed a lot since then.

No, only I've changed completely.
Hyun just grew up and matured, while I...

"Well... that's true."

I looked down at my hands that could no longer hold a steering wheel or even a game controller, and smiled bitterly.
I still haven't fully accepted it, and I don't know if I ever will.

But for now, I'll just let it go.
Denying it won't change anything.

"Besides, even if my head cracked, I wouldn't cause an accident, so don't worry."

"Because you're a Hero?"

"That, and because if there was an accident, other people might get hurt. You too."

Watching him turn the steering wheel with one hand while saying that, I blinked. He wasn't trying to look cool. I could tell from his expression.

That meant he was being sincere...
Lost in thought, I suddenly flinched as a hypothesis occurred to me.

"...Are you gay?"

"What? No, where did that random nonsense come from?"

Seeing Hyun's genuinely disgusted reaction, I nodded.

*Right, he can't be. If he were, he would have hit on me when I was still a man...*

If not that, then what?
Why would he say something like that...

I glanced down at my body briefly.
Come to think of it, this morning too...

"No, well... uh... hmm..."

It couldn't be, right? Even an S-Class Hero wouldn't look at a body like this and...
It can't be, and it shouldn't be! The mere thought sent shivers down my spine.

My wings trembled along with me.

"Just say what's wrong!"

"The problem is that you don't know what's wrong, you crazy bastard!"

I couldn't bring myself to ask another man, "Do you like me?" so I just shouted loudly.
Fortunately, despite all the noise, we didn't have an accident and arrived safely at Hyun's house.

*He really is a good driver.*

I thought as I looked up at Hyun's house in front of me.

Ch.46 - Living Together (3)
Hyun's house was a two-story detached home.
The strange thing was that it looked exactly like the house where Hyun used to live back then.

But there were differences here and there.
I could have just ignored them, but the differences naturally caught my eye.

The overall appearance was the same as before, but the details were different.
As if it were a model built based on old memories.

*It can't be...*

I thought it couldn't be, but once the thought occurred to me, it wouldn't go away.

The buildings I saw through the car window earlier, and even this house—they immediately brought back "old memories."
At first, I thought it was just my imagination. At least the buildings maintained their form, which was fortunate.

That's what I thought.
But I was wrong.

How could buildings remain intact when so many people had died? That didn't make sense from the start.
I knew these were different buildings, but I was turning away from reality, convincing myself that my thoughts were true just because they looked similar.

But at this point, I couldn't pretend not to notice anymore.
My eyes, which initially sought out similarities to my memories, were now looking for differences.

*That's different, and that too...*

Originally, there was a crack in the middle of the left wall that had formed over time, but it wasn't there.
Seeing that there wasn't even a trace of it, it didn't seem like it had been repaired—it looked like it had been completely torn down and rebuilt.

Even the small cracks in the floor were all gone, leaving everything spotless.

"Hey."

After staring at the house for a while, I called out to Hyun.
He turned to look at me as he was rummaging through his pockets for keys to enter the house.

"Huh? What is it?"

Seeing his nonchalant expression, as if asking if something was wrong, I hesitated.
Should I really bring this up? Would I be touching on something painful?

My thoughts were long, but my deliberation was brief.

"...Nothing. I'm just hungry, so let's go inside quickly."

Hyun, who had been blinking at me, nodded with a slight smile.

"Yeah, I'm hungry too since I didn't eat breakfast. Is there anything you want to eat?"

"Hmm... I don't know, anything is fine with me. What about you?"

"I'm fine with anything too. Should we just make some ramen?"

Looking at the clock, it was exactly 9:10.
If we waited just 50 more minutes, the pizza place would start delivering...

Well, we could have pizza anytime, so maybe ramen today.
With that thought, I nodded.

"Sure. We'll add eggs, right?"

"If there are any in the fridge."

If there are any in the fridge? Does that mean there might not be?
It was surprising since he used to be crazy about eggs, so I thought he'd definitely have some.

...No, it could be because he's busy with Hero work.
I could understand that—our refrigerator at home would be empty too when my mother and father were busy.

"Ah, here they are."

As Hyun found his keys in his pocket, I unconsciously spoke up.

"You still use keys, huh."

"Huh? Oh, these? Um..."

Seeing him trail off and scratch his head, I couldn't help but flinch.
I worried I might have touched on something painful, but fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

"There's no special meaning to it. I just prefer what's familiar."

"Really? Well... I get that, but what if you lose them?"

"What's the point of having strength if you don't use it?"

I pondered what he meant for a moment before understanding, and then let out a sigh.

"You mean you just break the door open?"

"Yep. I've done it about twice so far."

"Come on... Why not just switch to a digital lock then?"

I couldn't help but laugh in disbelief, and Hyun just shrugged his shoulders as he opened the front door.
It didn't seem like he didn't want to answer; he probably just had nothing to say.

Thinking that, I followed Hyun into the house and blinked when I saw the living room.

Was it because it was empty? No, rather, it was because everything was too neatly organized that I was surprised.
Was there something strange? No, there was nothing strange at all.

I just couldn't help but stop in my tracks because of an indescribable sense of dissonance I felt the moment I saw the living room.
Where was this dissonance coming from? Why was I feeling this way?

As I stood there blankly, feeling strangely creeped out, Hyun took off his coat, tossed it casually onto the sofa armrest, and looked at me.

"What are you doing? Feeling awkward because it's been a while?"

"Ah."

Only after seeing that did I realize the source of this dissonance.
There was no sense of life here at all.

It wasn't just that the place was well-organized or that he had OCD, making the house clean. I could tell that wasn't it.
Even in the home of someone with OCD, you should be able to feel that someone lives there.

Sofas and cushions should have wrinkles, laundry should be hanging on drying racks.
There should be the smell of someone living there, a sense of their warmth.

But this house had none of that.
It felt like a model house that had been moved here exactly as it was, just for show.

I was suddenly struck speechless, feeling like I had glimpsed Hyun's mind, which was no less—no, even more—damaged than mine.

"No, I was just thinking not much has changed."

Of course, I couldn't say all that in front of Hyun, so I tried to brush it off as I entered the living room from the entrance.

"Haha, is that so? I tried to decorate it a bit, you know."

As Hyun laughed cheerfully and headed to the kitchen, I stood in front of the sofa for a moment.
Indeed, there were no wrinkles to be seen. It was as if it had never been used.

...I must be overreacting. Yeah, that must be it.
After staring at the sofa for a moment, I quietly sat down.

As soon as I sat down, I smelled the scent of a new sofa, like the ones I'd seen with my parents at the furniture department store long ago, but I dismissed it as my imagination.
Feeling a bit awkward and unsure what to do, I fidgeted with my feet and glanced toward the kitchen.

Hyun was standing in front of the gas range in his shirt with rolled-up sleeves, watching the water in the pot come to a boil.
After watching him for a moment, I got up from the sofa and approached him.

"Need any help?"

"Huh? Not really."

"Should I at least set out some spoons?"

Hearing my words, Hyun made a sour face before carefully speaking.

"Can you... hold chopsticks?"

"I might not be able to use them, but I can at least pick them up and move them."

I had practiced controlling my strength a lot at the hospital, and I could even pick up and move paper thinner than chopsticks with my fingertips.
Saying that, I looked around the kitchen, but couldn't see any chopsticks.

Wondering if they might be in a drawer, I asked Hyun to open it, but there were no utensils there either.

"Do you have a separate utensil holder?"

"No, nothing like that. I just haven't bought any chopsticks."

"You don't have chopsticks? Then how do you eat ramen?"

"I have disposable wooden ones, so it's fine."

No chopsticks, so he uses disposable ones...
As I looked at Hyun with a sour expression, he awkwardly scratched his head and smiled.

"The house feels a bit strange, doesn't it?"

"Huh?"

Did I accidentally say my thoughts out loud?
Startled, I unconsciously spread my wings, causing the wooden dining table to rattle after being hit by them.

"Whoa!"

I instinctively reached out to grab the table but stopped when I saw my gleaming claws.
Fortunately, the table only shook and didn't fall over.

"I almost destroyed the table..."

"Why are you so surprised?"

"Huh? No..."

How could I tell you that I thought you couldn't let go of the past, so you decorated everything from the surroundings to this house to look like it used to?

Not knowing what to say, I wanted to scratch my head, but that would probably leave the area bloody, so all I could do was fidget with my feet.

"Do you think I decorated the house like this because I want to go back to the old days?"

It was an unexpected question, but I couldn't help but nod.
Hyun looked at me, scratched his head, and let out a deep sigh.

"I guess it might look that way."

No, it couldn't look any other way.
Saying that with an awkward smile, Hyun turned around and poured the seasoning and dried ingredients into the boiling water as he continued.

"That's not really it."

"What do you mean?"

"Just what I said. I don't particularly want to go back to the old days. The house is empty because I rarely come here."

"Don't you come home after work?"

"It felt a bit strange being alone in this big house, so I've been staying at the Association. I only came to this house occasionally, just to clean it."

"Why so stubbornly..."

The smell of slightly spicy and salty broth filled the house.
Hyun put the noodles into the boiling broth and spoke.

"When I'm out and about with people, I'm fine, but when I come home, it's so quiet compared to outside... It gets lonely. So I ended up not coming here much."

"Have you ever thought about getting a girlfriend or starting a new family?"

"I have. But somehow, it never works out."

In high school, when someone started dating, we'd jokingly call them traitors, and when they broke up, we'd mock them as idiots.
Seeing Hyun's bitter smile now, I didn't feel like mocking him.

"How did you break up?"

"What did she say... That I didn't pay enough attention to her... That I didn't seem interested in her... Why was I dating her if that was the case... That's how we broke up. After that, I dated and broke up, dated and broke up, and after repeating that a few times, it just got tiring. So after that, I just lived with it."

Hyun said this while stirring the noodles.
What should I say at a time like this? Should I give relationship advice?

...No, I'm single too, so what advice could I give? And that's not the kind of concern this is.
Not knowing what to say, I quietly listened to Hyun's story, and he turned off the gas range.

"Anyway, that's how it is. The ramen's done, so let's eat. I'm hungry."

"Ah, yeah. Sure..."

And just like that, our conversation ended abruptly as the ramen finished cooking, and afterward, with Hyun's help, I ate the ramen.

There were no eggs in it.

Ch.47 - Living Together (4)
After finishing the ramen, I headed to the bathroom to brush my teeth.
Hyun had to come along to help me since I needed assistance.

He wasn't actually brushing my teeth for me, just squeezing toothpaste onto the brush and handing it to me.
Even with hands like mine, I can manage this much. I just need to wedge the toothbrush between my thumb and index finger.

"Here."

"Thanks."

I took the toothbrush he handed me and started brushing my teeth in front of the mirror with my mouth wide open.
...Yeah, I know this looks weird. But I really can't help it.

Unlike other people who have normal incisors, canines, and molars, I literally have sharp teeth like a shark.
That's why I have to brush while looking in the mirror, not just blindly brushing.

If I just stick the brush in my mouth and brush carelessly, the bristles get caught in my teeth, or the toothbrush gets torn by my teeth.
Sounds like a joke, right? I wish it were a joke....

Holding back a sigh, I moved my head around while brushing in front of the mirror, and my eyes met Hyun's in the reflection.
His eyes were clearly focused on my mouth.

"..."

Thinking it must be my imagination, I continued brushing my molars, but now he was just standing there with his toothbrush in his mouth, staring blankly at me.
I couldn't dismiss it as my imagination anymore.

When the Nurse looked into my mouth, I didn't feel anything strange, but knowing Hyun was looking inside my mouth felt weird.
With that odd feeling, I immediately closed my mouth and glared at him.

"Wha' ah you lookin' at?"

"Huh? No, I was just thinking getting bitten by you would be seriously bad news."

I let out a snort of laughter and went back to brushing.

"Ah you crathy?"

"What?"

"Ptui. Are you crazy?"

Since he didn't seem to understand, I spat out the foam and repeated myself.
Seeing Hyun chuckle, I sighed deeply and went back to brushing.

"Shtop shtaring."

"What?"

"Stop staring."

"My eyes just naturally go that way, what am I supposed to do?"

"Then go brush your teeth somewhere else!"

Come to think of it, that's right. I flapped my wings and smacked him.
Hyun blocked my wings with his hands and quickly shouted:

"I won't look! That's all you needed to say, right?"

"If you look again, I'll stab your eyes with my horns."

"Okay, okay."

His smiling response wasn't very convincing.
...It's kind of silly to complain after getting his help, but why did he have to come in and brush his teeth with me? He could've just squeezed the toothpaste and left.

He's definitely not after my body or anything.
I knew Hyun wasn't into little girls, and more than anything, I trusted he wouldn't try anything with me.

*Sigh, whatever.*

Maybe he's just lonely.
Remembering what Hyun had said earlier, I started brushing my tongue.

"...I said stop looking!"

"Ow!?"

I kicked him in the thigh, quickly rinsed my toothbrush, put my mouth under the faucet to rinse, and left the bathroom first.
As if my teeth weren't bothering me enough already, why did he have to stare like that...

Holding back another sigh, I stood in front of the mirror hanging on the living room wall and opened my mouth.
When I say shark-like teeth, they're not small and densely packed—they're more like something from a cartoon character.

*They definitely stand out...*

The problem is that these are MY teeth.

"Haah..."

I should avoid opening my mouth in front of others as much as possible.
I sighed as I made this resolution.

"Why are you suddenly sighing like that?"

"Huh? What? When did you come out?"

"We went in together, so I came out around the same time. So why the sigh?"

"Huh? No, it's nothing... Just my teeth bothering me a bit."

Until now, I had too many other things to worry about, but as those concerns decreased, these small details started bothering me.
As I said this while looking in the mirror, Hyun, who was watching from behind, raised an eyebrow and asked:

"Why?"

If he's asking why... well, I don't have much to say.
It just suddenly started bothering me.

It's similar to when you look in the mirror after showering and suddenly notice you've gained belly fat.
I shrugged at Hyun's question.

"It's nothing... just bothering me a bit. Why?"

"I was just wondering if your teeth were causing you discomfort. If not, never mind."

Hyun said this with a nonchalant expression and sat down on the sofa to turn on the TV.
The TV was showing the variety show I'd often watched since being in the hospital.

He's so calm while I'm worrying about this.
Well, I guess it is strange to worry about something like this.

Seeing how relaxed Hyun was made me feel foolish for obsessing over my teeth.
I chuckled and sat down next to him.

"Hey, move over a bit. I want to rest my hand on the sofa."

"Just put it on my leg."

"Only if you don't mind getting scratched by these claws."

After I said that, he quietly moved aside to make room.
Finally, a bit more comfortable.

After that, Hyun and I watched TV silently, just like we did at the hospital.
Since we weren't uncomfortable with each other, the atmosphere didn't become awkward despite the lack of conversation.

We laughed together at funny scenes and adjusted our sitting positions occasionally.

We just spent time like that.

Then suddenly a commercial break came on.
Whether intentional or coincidental, the ad that came on was for dental insurance.

I hadn't planned to bring it up again, but seeing this reminded me of what happened in the bathroom earlier.
Should I mention it? Or just keep quiet?

...Well, it's not like I'll die if I ask. It's just a question.

"Hey."

"Yeah?"

"Don't you think this is weird?"

"What? Your teeth?"

"Yeah. You kept staring at them in the bathroom."

"What, were you actually bothered by that?"

Seeing him chuckle made me somehow angry.
It's like he's making it seem like I started worrying about my teeth because of him.

But separate from my irritation, it was true that I started becoming self-conscious after he stared.
That made me even more annoyed.

"Don't talk nonsense. Just tell me if they're weird or not."

"They're not weird. With demi-humans around, pointy teeth are actually kind of cute in comparison."

"Cute...? Don't tell me you..."

"Ah! Don't be disgusting, you crazy bastard!"

I cackled at Hyun's genuine look of disgust.
We kept chatting for a while, only finishing our conversation after the variety show had ended.

"We ended up not watching any of it. Hey Hyun, how did the flag-stealing game end?"

"I saw the Blue Team losing to the Red Team 2:3, but I missed the rest. Because I was talking with you."

"Judging by the Blue Team cheering at the end, didn't they win?"

"That show is famous for plot twists at the end, so that's possible."

"Is it a famous program?"

"Yeah. I actually appeared on it once."

"Oh really?"

...Wait, what?
What did I just hear? This boring guy was on a variety show?

I stared at him with wide eyes, and Hyun frowned.

"What?"

"You? On a variety show? You're so boring."

"You little... Want me to show you how fun I can be?"

"Your face is funny enough."

As I giggled teasingly, Hyun grabbed my horns firmly.

"Hey, hey, what are you doing?!"

Despite my shouts, Hyun silently held one horn in each hand.
Then he started shaking them vigorously. Unlike the gentle shake at the hospital, he used enough force to make my body sway back and forth.

"Ugogogok!?"

"Huh!?"

The feeling was like my skull was vibrating, and I reflexively made a strange noise.

Hyun, seemingly surprised by the sound I made, quickly let go.

"Arrrgh! My head feels like it's splitting open...!"

With my head ringing, I pressed my temples with the back of my hand.
Hyun pushed my hand away and asked:

"Are you okay...?"

"I thought my skull was going to crack, you jerk..."

"...I'm sorry."

"Don't apologize seriously, it makes me remember it..."

Shit... What the hell was that "ugogogok" sound... I'm definitely never letting him shake my horns again, damn it...
Mortified that I made such a sound in front of my friend, I covered my face with both hands.

That one incident created such an awkward atmosphere that even our usual friendly banter couldn't salvage it, and for a long time afterward, we sat in uncomfortable silence.

What finally broke that atmosphere was none other than a loud sound from my stomach.

Grooowl—

It was definitely from my body, but the sound was so loud that even I was startled.
As I flinched, Hyun sitting beside me asked with wide eyes:

"Don't tell me you're hungry?"

If he could hear it from there, how loud must it have been...
I sighed deeply and nodded.

"...Yeah. I'm a bit hungry."

"It's only been two hours since we ate, and you're already hungry?"

Seeing Hyun chuckle, I sighed and tilted my head back.
My horns rested against the wall with a thud.

"I'm surprised too. This didn't happen at the hospital, why now...?"

I really don't know.
At the hospital, I ate breakfast, lunch, and dinner right on schedule.

I didn't even have snacks.
Literally nothing outside of mealtimes.

And I didn't eat huge portions either, just what they served.
This time with the ramen, I ate about the same amount as I would at the hospital, and I felt properly full, so why am I like this now?

As I was thinking about this with my hand on my stomach, another growl sounded, and Hyun snickered at the noise.

"We're out of ramen, but should I order something else?"

"Aren't I just mooching off you too much...?"

"You'll be getting a subsidy soon, so it's fine. So, is there anything you want to eat?"

"A subsidy?"

"Yeah, people who turn into monsters usually have difficulty with daily life, so they get some financial support."

I blinked at that and nodded. Right, if there's a subsidy, it should be fine.
After thinking for a moment, I remembered the pizza place we passed on our way here.

"Then order me pizza."

"Pfft, sure."

Ah, I forgot to mention.

"Get me a pineapple pizza with extra pineapple."

"No way in hell."

Ah, he won't order that.

Ch.48 - Living Together (5)
This might be a random thought, but how many meals do people typically eat in a day?
Well, it varies from person to person, but generally speaking, three meals a day is the norm.

There's a reason why "three meals a day" is a common saying.
Anyway, the reason I'm suddenly bringing this up is...

*Grumble*

"...Are you hungry again?"

I ate ramen a little after 9, ordered pizza at 11, had bibimbap with Hyun at 1, and then ate triangle kimbap and cup noodles from the convenience store at 4. That's four meals so far.
After that, I ordered jjimtak (braised chicken) for dinner at 6, devoured some spicy chicken feet at 8, and now my stomach is growling again.

Six meals in one day... no, attempting to eat a seventh meal isn't normal.
At first, Hyun was concerned I was eating too much, but by now he just looks at me with an expression of disbelief.

Seeing Hyun's face, I subtly averted my eyes, which made him chuckle and shake his head.

"I'm going to have to figure out the food budget if I'm going to keep feeding you."

"...Shut up."

The reason Hyun says this is because I ate all the chicken feet and rice balls by myself.
Did I not give a single piece to the person who bought them?

Think about it—is it reasonable to eat more after devouring one and a half braised chickens and two bowls of rice just two hours ago?
And yet here I am with this unreasonable stomach. How fascinating.

I gently rubbed my stomach with a sour expression.
It was both amazing and frightening that my belly was only slightly bloated after six meals in a day.

Why frightening?
Because if this continues, I'm afraid Hyun might be right about not being able to afford the food expenses.

"Hey... how much exactly is that subsidy you mentioned?"

"It depends on your classification, but since your condition doesn't make daily life impossible, you'd get about two million won per month."

"Two million..."

To be honest, I can't really grasp how much money that is.
Of course, I'm not saying two million won is a small amount.

It's just... how should I put this?
Going from living on 60,000-70,000 won a month to suddenly having 2 million won makes my sense of money completely shattered.

"Hey, what can you do with two million won?"

"Hmm... pay taxes, rent, phone bills, car fuel, insurance, put some in savings... after all that, there's a little left for food expenses, but not much."

Hearing his explanation, the two million won suddenly seemed like less than I thought.
Even though I know it's not a small amount.

"Thinking about food costs... I'll need to be careful with spending."

I should look for part-time work later.
As Hyun said, after paying taxes and everything else, there might not be enough for food.

I can't keep depending on Hyun forever either.

"But that doesn't really apply to you."

Hyun said this while sipping coffee that had appeared at some point.
What does he mean it doesn't apply to me?

"What do you mean?"

"The subsidy isn't taxable income... meaning, the government assistance you receive isn't payment for work, so you don't need to pay taxes on it."

"Oh..."

"Plus, you're living in my house, so no rent, and you don't have a phone, so no phone bill either."

"I have a phone... oh, I guess it's gone now."

And thinking about it, I probably couldn't use a phone with these hands anyway.
I wiggled my fingers with a bitter feeling.

*Can there really be no solution?*

"Anyway."

I looked up as Hyun continued speaking.
I'll ask about it later.

"You don't have a car, and insurance... well, there's special monster insurance that costs about 30,000 won a month. Are you planning to put money in savings?"

"Wouldn't that be good? I think my mom used to do that..."

"Oh, really? Then after savings, you'd have about 170,000 to 180,000 won left. Isn't that enough for food?"

Let's say 170 million won—that's 1,700 cups of 1,000 won tteokbokki, about 200 bowls of soup... a large pizza is about 20,000 won...
I folded my large fingers one by one, calculating what I could afford, and my eyes sparkled.

"That's 85 pizzas a month...! Maybe even more if I count the free ones!"

"Are you planning to eat nothing but pizza all month?"

Eating pizza all month long.
For a moment, I thought it might not be a bad idea.

"If I change the toppings every day, it could work."

"You'll die from clogged arteries! And the house will smell like pizza!"

"Oh... I'd feel like I'm eating it even when I'm not."

Some kind of new-age miser?

"Just try it. I'll buy pizza cheese and shove it in your mouth."

I blinked at Hyun's words.
Wait a minute. Huh?

"Hey. I think I'm a genius."

"What nonsense are you talking about now?"

"If I put flour dough, tomato sauce, pizza cheese, and sausage in my mouth and breathe fire, couldn't I make pizza inside my mouth? A bite-sized pizza."

Then I'd only need to buy pizza ingredients and could make pizza at home, saving money while eating something delicious every day—killing two birds with one stone.
No, wait, what if we built a pizza oven at home?

"Hey! Let's buy an oven! What do you think!?"

This is so romantic!
As I looked at Hyun with sparkling eyes, he looked at me with a fond expression before closing his eyes and letting out a deep sigh.

What's that supposed to mean? Is that a yes or a no?
I frowned at him, and he rubbed his face.

"I can't believe this guy is my friend..."

"There's a saying that birds of a feather flock together. Would you like me to explain what that means, friend?"

"Nah, I'm not as crazy as you."

"Oh, saying you're not as crazy as me means you admit you're crazy too, right? Am I right?"

As I teased him by twisting his words, Hyun laughed and shook his head.
Just as we were chuckling, knowing it was all in good fun, Hyun's phone rang.

[Ha-Young Noona]

Since I was right next to him, I could see the screen too.
I wondered why someone would call at this hour, but before I could think further, Hyun stood up.

"Hey, I need to take this."

Without giving me a chance to respond, Hyun answered the phone and walked out.
I blinked and glanced at the clock, which showed it was almost 10 PM.

It wasn't morning but 10 at night.
Even if hero work is busy, isn't calling at this hour a bit much?

As I was thinking this, I remembered that it was around this time when Hyun went to save the grandmother, so I quietly hugged my legs.

*Well, it's probably work-related.*

If they're calling about work at this hour, something might have happened.
I turned on the TV with my foot to check the news. As always, the news was reporting various unpleasant stories, but there were no breaking news alerts.

Was it about something else?
What else? Are they close enough that she just called to chat since he calls her "Noona"?

—*Do you really like Hyun? Are you jealous because I seem close to him?*

Me, like Hyun? Jealous?
Are you crazy? Why would I like him? I used to be a man too, that's nonsense.

No matter what anyone says, I'm heterosexual. I prefer cute girls to dark-skinned guys.
Wait, since I've become a woman, does that make me homosexual now? Well, that's beside the point.

I mean, sure, he was cool when he told me to trust him about saving the grandmother, but that was admiration, not romantic attraction.

And being concerned about my teeth was just because it felt awkward having a friend look at them. It's weird to show the inside of your mouth to someone else anyway. It's not like we're at the dentist.

*Wait, why am I even thinking about this?*

Seriously, why?
My thoughts froze for a moment, but then I came to my senses and jumped up from my seat.

"Phew... I'm thinking weird things because I'm hungry."

Even though I'd eaten six meals today and chicken feet just two hours ago, I'm still hungry.
It's getting late and I'm hungry, so I must not be thinking straight.

I should wash up. Wash up and go to sleep.
Let's just not think about it.

As I was heading to the bathroom with these thoughts, Hyun returned from taking the call.

"What, are you going to wash up?"

"Yeah, I should wash up and sleep, otherwise I'll keep looking for food."

"Ah, wait a moment then."

Hyun said that and suddenly went into his room.
What is he going to... oh, right. I don't have any clothes to change into.

Thinking he was going to give me some clothes to change into, I waited, but Hyun came back with what was clearly a New Year's gift set with familiar Chinese characters printed on it.
I thought I was seeing things, but there was even a business card stapled to the corner of the bag—definitely a New Year's gift set.

"...?"

"There's only soap in the bathroom, so I brought this. I didn't have much use for it, so I just stashed it away, but now it'll finally be used."

Ah, so that's what it was.
I nodded and reached out to take the box, but Hyun walked past me and entered the bathroom first.

"What, are you going to wash up first?"

"Huh? What are you talking about? I'm going in to help you wash."

"...?"

For a moment I doubted my ears, but realizing I hadn't misheard, I backed away in horror.

"I'd rather die, you sick pedo!"

"What...! You idiot, you can't wash yourself!! You think I'm enjoying this?! Or do you want to just rinse with water?!"

"That's...!"

He's right, but...!
Still...!

"I still don't want to, you crazy bastard!"

"What about your clothes? Are you going to tear them all? And if I had any perverted intentions toward you, I'd be an S-Class criminal, not an S-Class Hero!"

"Kuh...!"

I've been defeated by logic.

* * *

"..."

I got washed...
I'm clean...

Ch.49 - Call
10 PM.
A late hour when most people, except those suffering through overtime, had long since gone home and were spending time there.

Tap, tap, tap.

Ha-Young, who remained in the Director's Office, rested her chin on her hand while looking down at documents on her desk, tapping her index finger against the surface.
Her half-closed eyes and hazy pupils revealed just how exhausted she was.

With tired eyes, Ha-Young removed the glasses she'd been wearing, set them on the desk, and massaged the bridge of her nose.
Of course, this didn't relieve the accumulated fatigue, but at least it somewhat cleared her cloudy mind.

"Hah..."

After letting out a deep sigh, Ha-Young took out her phone and dialed Choi Hyun's number.
She knew it was quite late, but she figured she should tell him since it was related to him.

Ring, ring—

After the plain default ringtone sounded a few times, it cut off and Choi Hyun's voice came through.

"Yes, Noona, what's the matter calling at this hour?"

"Sorry for calling suddenly when you were probably resting at home. I have something important to tell you."

Ha-Young said this while leaning back in her chair and turning to look out the window.

"Is it about Sia?"

Sure enough, Choi Hyun first checked if it was about Sia.
She had expected this, but couldn't help sighing. Ha-Young switched the phone to her other hand, exhaling quietly so Choi Hyun wouldn't hear.

"It's not specifically about Sia, but rather about the Association... No, actually it's a problem that involves most everyone."

"Seeing how you put it, I'm guessing it's those guys again."

"Even if it weren't me telling you, there's only one group in Korea capable of causing this kind of trouble."

Harmageddon.
Ha-Young smiled bitterly as she mentioned the name of the organization that could be called the Heroes' archenemy, and Choi Hyun on the other end let out a hollow laugh followed by a deep sigh.

"From the Seongmo Hospital Monster incident to the bombing. All their doing, I suppose."

"Indiscriminate terrorism and monsters too. Just their style."

"Right. But that's not why you called, is it?"

This much Choi Hyun already knew and had anticipated.
It was a topic they had discussed many times before.

After all, Harmageddon's return had been a major agenda item at the previous meeting, so it would be nonsensical not to know about it.
Well aware of this, Ha-Young tilted her head back to look at the ceiling as she continued.

"That's right. I didn't call about something you already know. This call is for a different reason."

"Must be important."

"It is important."

Feeling her stiff neck loosen somewhat, Ha-Young lowered her head to examine the documents.
As soon as she took in the contents of the papers—filled with information that made her tired just looking at them—she felt the fatigue she had momentarily forgotten rushing back. She squeezed her eyes shut then opened them as she continued.

"Remember our talk about moles?"

"If you mean how Harmageddon has infiltrated deeper than we thought, of course I remember."

"After that, I investigated someone suspicious."

"A suspicious person... You mean the broadcasting station director?"

At Choi Hyun's words, Ha-Young unconsciously nodded, then realizing she was on a phone call, spoke up.

"That's right."

"The hospital side... must have already fled. So it's the director."

"Exactly. If they were planning to drag things out, they wouldn't have carried out a bombing. So the hospital mole has probably escaped."

"Just to be safe—"

"Of course, I'll investigate separately later. So don't worry too much."

As if to say, "You don't think your Noona would be that careless, do you?"
Ha-Young said this with a slight smile, and Choi Hyun responded, "That's true," with a sigh.

"Anyway, looking into it a bit, I found our director has been receiving quite a lot behind the scenes."

Though Ha-Young openly admitted to investigating someone, Choi Hyun showed no particular reaction.
Know yourself and know your enemy, and you'll never be defeated.

When Gates were open, Korea was practically lawless.
Those now called Heroes were then Hunters who investigated the backgrounds of their team members to preserve their own lives.

Because they were a team, because they were human, because they faced a common enemy.
Too many people had died from being stabbed in the back after entering Gates with such naive thinking—so many that proper counts couldn't even be made.

Of course, now that the Gates were closed, this would be incomprehensible and illegal from an ordinary person's perspective.

"From whom?"

"Looking at the deposit and withdrawal records, he received hundreds of millions of won from someone named Han Yeong-Seok. Well, that's common enough. But what's strange... is that a few days after receiving this money, he sent both his wife and daughter overseas."

"Not for travel, but sent them?"

"Yeah. They even acquired citizenship, like he was preparing to leave Korea completely. I thought it might be for tax evasion, but he's been paying his taxes diligently, so that's not it."

Ha-Young picked up the document and slowly scanned its contents with her eyes.

"So I thought something was off and looked into the person who gave the money. And guess what I found?"

"What?"

"He's already dead."

After saying this, Ha-Young let out a hollow laugh as she looked at the document showing the name Han Yeong-Seok and the word "deceased."

"I wondered when he died, so I checked, and it turns out his body was found at a train accident site."

"Wait, if you're saying that, could it be... that man who died on the train..."

"That's right. That man is Han Yeong-Seok. The man who was found hugging the bomb on the train."

Choi Hyun couldn't respond to Ha-Young's words.
It wasn't that he was speechless from the perpetrator's cruelty.

For these two who had seen more than enough blood and corpses even before becoming Heroes, this level of incident wasn't particularly shocking.
The reason Choi Hyun remained silent was simply that he was comparing this incident with what he remembered.

Eventually, as if he had finished thinking, Hyun's voice came through with a sigh.

"It's exactly like their old methods."

At Hyun's words, Ha-Young flipped through several pages from the stack of documents on her desk and narrowed her eyes as she looked at the evidence photos attached with a clip.
The photo showed a smiling clown symbol engraved on fragments of the bomb that had been installed on the train.

Turning another page, she found a photo of a monster's corpse alongside a metal plate removed from the monster.
The photo below showed the inside of the metal plate, which also had the same smiling clown symbol engraved on it.

Ha-Young let out a deep sigh and closed the document with a loud thud, leaning back in her chair.

"I wonder if they deliberately made it this obvious, or if they really haven't grown at all..."

"It must be deliberate. Considering what those guys have done... They probably wanted to announce their return."

"I suppose so. Anyway... with all this evidence, Sia's trial will result in a not guilty verdict. But at the same time, word will start spreading that Harmageddon has begun operating in earnest."

Choi Hyun couldn't continue for a while after Ha-Young's words.
He was thinking about how people would react to Sia if Harmageddon started operating in full force again, causing the same kinds of incidents as before.

And when no good outcome emerged no matter how much he thought about it, Choi Hyun let out a deep sigh.

"With the breaking news and her face already exposed, requesting a closed trial would only create more issues."

"A public trial will create issues too. They probably planned this from the beginning when they aired that footage in the breaking news."

"Now I see why you asked me to take good care of Sia."

"Hyun, this Noona doesn't act without reason."

After saying this, Ha-Young stood up with a bitter smile.

"Anyway... I'll do my best within my capabilities, so please take care of Sia as I asked before."

"Thank you, Noona."

"You seem to be misunderstanding something, so let me clarify—this isn't for you, nor is it for Sia. It's for all of us. Remember that."

Ha-Young's words weren't simply to hide embarrassment but came from genuine sincerity.
Choi Hyun knew this well, so he pushed aside his bitterness and answered.

"I know."

"Good. As long as you know. And sorry for taking your time so late."

"It's fine. I'm grateful that you're looking out for us like this."

"...Right. Well, I'll hang up now."

"Yes, get some rest."

After the call ended with a click, Ha-Young looked down at her phone then turned to gaze out the window.
Despite the late hour, she looked down at the dazzling night city lights, then back at her phone.

"...It'll be okay."

Deliberately shaking off the vague anxiety that arose, Ha-Young gathered her things to head home.

Ch.50 - Daily Life (1)
I woke up to the sunlight punching my eyes, silently piercing through the window while I was sound asleep.

I rolled over to avoid the sunlight, but the direct rays had already struck my eyes, chasing away any drowsiness long ago. Eventually, I had no choice but to open my eyes, letting out a long yawn as I sat up.

*Damn... I should've closed the curtains.*

I clicked my tongue and blinked. Mindlessly staring down at the bed, I noticed my sharp claws and turned to run my foot along the stone part of the bed.

What am I doing? I'm checking if I scratched anything while sleeping.

It was about the second day since I started living at Choi Hyun's house. After sleeping on a regular mattress and completely shredding it with my claws, I've been checking like this every day.

When I woke up that time, the mattress looked like it had been hit by a bomb—torn apart everywhere my claws had touched, with springs exposed. I can't even describe how shocked I was.

At least the stone bed only gets slightly marked when scratched by my claws, not torn apart. Regular mattresses can't handle the weight of my hands, and my claws just sink right in.

While checking the bed, I didn't feel anything catching on my foot, which meant fortunately there were no broken or scratched parts.

"I should tie my hands down when sleeping or something. What am I even doing every morning..."

I sighed deeply, got off the bed, fluttered my wings, and stretched. Crack, crack-crack-crack—the refreshingly painful sensation chased away the remaining drowsiness. I opened the door with my foot and left the room.

This morning must be kimchi stew—the spicy aroma filled the entire living room as soon as I stepped out. Kimchi stew is great. Actually, any food that doesn't require chopsticks is great.

I can eat by myself if it's something I can manage with just a spoon. With a happy smile, I approached the kitchen.

"What's this? Why are you up so early for once?"

"What are you talking about? I usually get up early! You make it sound like I sleep in every day."

"You have been sleeping in every day."

As soon as I entered the kitchen, I was greeted by Choi Hyun's nagging. Well... to be fair, what he's saying isn't completely untrue.

Since I started staying at Hyun's place a week ago, I've been sleeping until past noon for five days straight, except for the first day and the second day when I tore up the bed.

But I stand tall without an ounce of shame or guilt. That's because I only sleep late and wake up late.

Including today, I haven't gone to bed late even once this week. I've lain down in bed at exactly 10 PM every night. Why? Because with hands like mine, there's nothing to do except sleep or watch TV. I can't even use my phone. That means there's nothing to do but sleep.

Of course, being righteous and feeling bad about being nagged are two different things, so I frowned deeply.

"...There's nothing to do except sleep."

"Well... when you put it that way, I can't argue. But seriously, why are you up so early today?"

I sighed deeply and shook my head at Hyun's repeated question.

"I slept without closing the curtains."

"Should I get you a sleep mask then? It might help if you wear one."

"Oh... I hadn't thought of that."

No, wait, I can't take off a sleep mask by myself. It's like a cursed item.

Well... I'm flexible enough that I could somehow take it off with my feet, but struggling to remove a sleep mask with my feet would look... weird. And even if I managed to take it off that way, it would get caught on my horns. But wait a minute...

"Hey, could I even put it on in the first place?"

"Oh, right."

After that pointless conversation, I sat down in the chair cross-legged. The bubbling sound made my mouth water.

"What kind of kimchi stew is that?"

"Tuna kimchi stew."

What? Tuna? Did that word really just come out of his mouth? I thought I might have misheard, but as soon as I saw the spicy tuna can next to the stove, my eyes widened.

"Ah!"

"Geez! You scared me! What? What is it?"

"Kimchi stew should be made with pork! That's the rule!"

When I growled with half-joking irritation, Hyun sighed deeply and, muttering something about nonsense, wedged a large tuna plushie between my horns.

Obviously it didn't hurt, but I blinked in confusion, wondering what he was doing.

But this became increasingly annoying as time passed. Having a plushie larger than my head sitting on top was quite bothersome, but having something wedged between my horns was truly unbearable.

The feeling of something filling the space between my horns made my body and wings tremble. The tuna stuck between my horns flapped its head and tail along with my movements.

Why a tuna of all things? And more importantly, this crazy guy didn't even have shampoo or body wash in his bathroom before I came, so why on earth does he have a plushie like this?

"Hey, take this out."

"Keep it there and reflect until I finish serving the food."

"It's driving me crazy! And I have to look up at the tuna's eyes, you jerk!"

Why did you put it in upside down?! Is this a curse? It must be!

"Tuna is delicious, you idiot. Keep it there and reflect."

"You're putting this huge thing between my horns over one joke? Take it out!"

"Don't say things that could be misunderstood, you crazy bastard!"

"Ah! Whatever! Just take it out quickly!"

Ack! Ack! When I screamed and threw a tantrum demanding he remove it, he sighed deeply and took out the plushie.

Finally, that strange itchy feeling disappeared, and I sighed in relief as I leaned back against the chair.

"Did you hate it that much?"

"Yeah. Absolutely."

"How much could you hate it to throw a tantrum like that?"

"How do I explain this... It's like... walking around with wet socks after going out in the rain."

Personally, it was much more uncomfortable than wet socks. I don't know how to explain it to someone without horns, but that was the best comparison I could make.

"Ah..."

Hyun nodded as if he understood. Wait, that's not an understanding expression.

"Hey, why do you look like you just discovered something good?"

"What? I didn't make any expression."

"How long have I known you to not recognize that look?! You're thinking about putting things between my horns whenever I say something!"

When I shouted that, Hyun suddenly froze, slowly turned toward me, and said with a serious face:

"I can't stand someone as perceptive as you."

"You son of a—!"

Stop! Something that big won't fit!
In the end, I ate with the tuna plushie wedged between my horns.

* * *

After eating while messing around, I sat on the sofa watching TV. It was super annoying at first, but I got used to it after a while.

While pressing the remote with my foot looking for something worth watching, Hyun, who had gone to his room, came out in different clothes. Dress pants, white shirt, tie, and coat—anyone could tell he was dressed for an important occasion, so I immediately got off the sofa.

"What's up? Where are you going? Is it the trial? Do I need to go too?"

"No, I'm just going to work. And if you were coming along, I would have had you change clothes first."

"That's true."

When I looked down, I saw the white t-shirt I was wearing. It was much bigger than my body, with one shoulder completely exposed.

"By the way, how long are you going to keep wearing that plushie?"

"You're the one who put it there!"

"You kept it on just because I put it there?"

I delivered a Brazilian kick to his thigh to tell him to get his head straight as he made nonsense comments with a smirk. I was satisfied with the clean kick that made a smacking sound.

"Ouch... that really stings..."

"Save your nonsense for when you're sleeping, jerk."

I kept it on because he put it there? What kind of nonsense is that? At least make sense when you talk nonsense.

I snorted and shook my head. Flap, flap—the tuna wedged between my horns shook its head along with me.

"Come on, you could have taken that out yourself."

"If I tried to remove it with my hands, my claws would tear it apart. That's why I left it there."

"It's just a plushie, you could press it down to remove it."

"My hair is long, and it bothers me if it gets messy. Besides, I can't brush it by myself."

How am I supposed to fix my hair with these claws? If I scratch too hard, I might tear my scalp. These claws can easily cut through stone, and wood gets shaved just by touching it—you want me to fix my hair with these?

You might as well tell me to go die.

I shook my head and sighed, and Hyun chuckled as he removed the tuna plushie from between my horns.

"Your hair will be a mess whether I take it out or not."

"At least when you take it out, you fix my hair afterward."

That's true. Hyun said that as he tidied up my disheveled hair.

"So where are you going?"

"Where would I go? I have to go to work."

Right. He's an adult. I keep forgetting because he usually talks like a child.

"Weren't you on vacation?"

"It wasn't a vacation, it was a one-week suspension. Well, thanks to that, I got to rest properly, so it was basically a vacation."

Seeing Hyun's bitter smile as he said that, I could see the image of a society-worn adult overlapping with him. I realized that the ten-year gap between us was much larger than I had thought, and I mumbled.

"So... you're going back to work today."

"That's right. I'll probably get home around 7 or 8 after work. You'll have to be alone until then. Will you be okay?"

I closed my mouth briefly at Hyun's genuine concern. I might not be okay. I don't know what to do by myself. I might break something.

"I'll be fine."

I had many things I wanted to say, but I swallowed them all and nodded. I'm fine—I lied to Hyun with those words.

Or maybe I was lying to myself. Even as I said I was fine, I wasn't sure if I really would be.

"If you say so. Call me if anything happens."

"I don't have a way to contact you."

"Just shout my name loudly. I'll hear it and come right away."

"You're full of crap... Just go already."

But it was fine. Living with the small anxiety of not knowing what might happen since becoming like this... it had already become my daily life.

"I'll really be fine."

Like Hyun, I was just returning to my normal daily life.
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Ch.51 - Daily Life (2)
After Hyun left for work, I was alone at home and turned on the TV as usual. A familiar variety show was playing.

At first, I thought it was a new episode, but when the guests appeared, I realized I'd already seen it and sighed deeply.

"It's the countryside episode."

I've watched this program so much that I can tell which episode it is just by seeing the guests' faces. It's amazing how I've memorized all this—though watching seven hours a day makes it hard not to memorize everything whether I want to or not.

Seeing that they're up to episode 108 now, it's been running for quite a while. It's impressive that I've watched almost all of them. But when you spend all day watching TV except for eating and sleeping, I guess it's not impossible.

"Oh, wait. I still haven't seen one."

That episode where Choi Hyun appeared as a guest. I've been watching since I was in the hospital, but somehow I missed just that one episode. I've seen episodes 1 and 2, so how did I miss only that one?

Well, to be fair, there are still many episodes I haven't seen, but after watching so many, you'd think they'd show that one at least once. Thinking this, I changed the channel away from the audience's hearty laughter.

"I'll have to look for it later."

I pressed the buttons with my big toe, looking for something else to watch. The variety show was one I'd already seen, that other program isn't interesting, I'm not in the mood for a movie... Drama? Hmm... not my taste.

What should I watch? There's nothing good on... I muttered while flipping through channels but couldn't find anything worth watching. Honestly, it's not surprising. I've watched so much TV since I woke up.

It's been a week since I started staying at Hyun's place... no, today makes it eight days, and all I've done at home besides sleeping and eating is watching TV.

I watch TV for nearly eight hours a day. I watched even more when I was in the hospital, so it's no wonder there's nothing left to watch.

"Sigh..."

Looking back, I really have watched an excessive amount of TV. If I were going to school or working part-time, it might be different, but doing absolutely nothing but eating, sleeping, and lounging around at home makes me feel strange.

Is it guilt? A sense of debt? Something just doesn't feel right. When I was with Hyun, I didn't think about it, but now that he's gone to work and I'm alone, these unexpected feelings suddenly hit me.

This is... yes, conscience. I'm feeling guilty.

I stopped flipping channels and wiggled my feet.

It's not that I dislike living without working. Anyone would want that. Who wouldn't?
But that doesn't mean it feels entirely good either.

I'm feeling that right now.

"Maybe I should try doing something."

What can I do with these hands? Or rather, is there anything I can do at all?
Negative thoughts made me sigh deeply—not in resignation but in determination.

I won't make it. I can't do it anyway. Let's not think like that.
Let's be positive. Let's do the best I can. Let's find something I can do even with these hands.

I can't just keep complaining that I can't do anything. In the hospital, I couldn't even eat by myself, but now I can at least use a spoon.
Yes, if I set my mind to it, I can manage somehow.

Trying to gather my resolve, I opened my eyes, got off the sofa, and looked around the living room.

"But what should I do?"

Hyun already cleaned this morning, and cooking is... too difficult for me right now, plus Hyun made kimchi stew, so there's no need to prepare food.
Maybe I could tidy up the living room or bedroom... but there's nothing to tidy.

I blinked, sniffed, and rubbed under my nose.

"There's nothing to do."

...Ah, laundry!
The word suddenly popped into my head, and I dashed to the veranda.

Sure enough, the laundry basket in the corner of the veranda was full of clothes.
With a satisfied smile, I grabbed the basket with a thud.

I don't need to worry about my claws. The basket is big enough that I can hold it with my palms without my claws touching it.
I carried the basket to the washing machine. Fortunately, the drum washing machine Hyun uses isn't too tall for me.

You might ask, wouldn't a top-loading washer be more convenient—just dump the clothes in from above? Nonsense, how would I open the lid?
I'd have to use my hands, wings, or feet to open it. Using my hands would likely break it, and while my wings could open it, they'd probably put a hole in the handle.

Use my feet? That's ridiculous. The lid would open, sure, but I'd fall and crack my skull first.
At least the lid would open. The problem is it would be my head that cracks.

Smirking, I opened the drum washing machine door with my foot and shook the clothes from the basket into it.

"All in..."

I put the empty basket down, closed the machine door, and opened the detergent drawer with my foot.
I almost slipped while lifting one foot to my waist, but somehow managed to maintain my balance.

"I almost spread my wings and shattered all the windows around me..."

I felt a bit depressed at nearly causing more trouble while trying to help, but quickly shook it off and picked up the detergent.
I carefully twisted open the cap of the drum washing machine detergent with both hands, adjusted my grip so my claws wouldn't pierce the container, and poured it into the detergent compartment.

Glug glug glug, I watched the honey-like liquid fill the compartment and blinked. But there was one problem.

"How much detergent should I use?"

Since there's a lot of laundry, I should probably fill it to the MAX line, right?
And the fabric softener too. It makes clothes smell nice, so more can't hurt.

Nodding to myself, I filled both the detergent and fabric softener compartments until they were brimming, then closed the drawer.
I put the containers down and lifted one leg to press the start button. That's when—

I felt my foot slide forward and my vision suddenly flipped.

"Huh?"

The moment that thought crossed my mind, there was a loud thud, and I felt something crack against the back of my head.
I wanted to believe it was my imagination, but the sensation was unmistakable.

"Gasp!?"

I quickly got up and checked the floor. Sure enough, the tile where my head had hit was cracked in a spider web pattern.
How hard must my head be for the tile to break instead of my skull? And not even a wall tile, but a floor tile.

So I ended up causing an accident after all. I was wondering when it would happen.
I swallowed dryly and gently rubbed the back of my head with my palm.

Feeling tile fragments under my palm, I let out a deep sigh.
I really did crack it with my head...

Back in school, Hyun used to tease me about having a rock-hard head, and now I can't even deny it.
My head didn't even itch despite falling hard enough to crack a tile, which proved his point.

"..."

...I'll just confess everything honestly when Hyun returns.
He'll definitely laugh at me, but it's better to apologize and endure the teasing than try to hide it and risk straining our relationship.

With a heavy sigh, I opened the window leading to the bedroom next to me, held onto the window frame with my hand, and turned on the washing machine with my foot.

Determined not to fall again, I stretched my short leg as far as possible, trembling as I tried to press the button.

The angle made it hard to see, so I concentrated all my strength into my toes and slowly pressed down. That's when—

Zzzzt—

"Ack!?"

As I fell backward in surprise, my awkward posture and tense leg muscles combined with my attempt at precise movement resulted in a cramp in my calf and sole.
Lying on the veranda floor filled with the scent of fabric softener, I clutched my cramping leg.

"I could have just used my knuckles to press it..."

The belated realization made me feel like I truly had a rock for a brain.
They say your greatest enemy is yourself, and that couldn't be more accurate.

"I'm such an idiot..."

A tear rolled down my cheek.
After lying on the floor contemplating the futility of life for about ten minutes, I felt the cramp subside, got up, and tried pressing the button with my knuckle.

...It was touch-sensitive and wouldn't recognize my scale-covered finger.
Why are machines so strict with only me, damn machine...

* * *

I somehow managed to start the laundry, and an hour passed.
When the alarm signaled the end of the cycle, I dragged my battered body to the veranda.

"..."

Where do I even begin to explain this?
First... the veranda floor is covered in foam. It looks like someone dropped a bath bomb on the floor.

And the fabric softener smell is so strong that the inside of my nose burns.
Oh, and one more thing.

"How do I get the laundry out?"

I just realized I'll need to use my hands to take out the laundry.
Operation Laundry has been a complete failure.

Really... life is just...

Ch.52 - Daily Life (3)
When do you think the human brain is most active?
Is it when you're cramming for finals, midterms, or mock exams, frantically flipping through textbooks with just 20 minutes to spare?

Or perhaps when your life flashes before your eyes as you face death or some other enormous crisis?
No, the correct answer is when you've royally screwed up. And I mean really, really badly.

*I need to fix this.*

That's because right now my brain is working overtime as I stare at Hyun's balcony, which has transformed into an impromptu bubble festival.
Of course, just because my brain is working overtime doesn't mean solutions are magically appearing.

If they were, I wouldn't be standing here—I'd be out there doing something about it.
Actually, I wouldn't have caused this disaster in the first place.

I covered my face with both hands and sighed, overwhelmed by self-loathing.
Let's calm down and try to make sense of this situation.

There's absolutely no way to just cover this up and pretend it didn't happen...
I mean, breaking the floor tiles was bad enough, but creating this bubble extravaganza and walking away? What kind of person would that make me?

*I should try spraying some water on it first.*

Since it's all just bubbles, water should wash everything away.
Nodding at my brilliant plan—one that would surely earn a thumbs-up from any professional cleaning service—I grabbed the hose from the wall and turned the faucet with my foot.

I pushed it open with my heel, afraid of getting another cramp.
The hose twitched a few times before shooting out a refreshing stream of water, which I promptly aimed at the floor.

Naturally, the bubbles were no match for the gushing water and were swept away.
It felt a bit like watching a water attack from a war movie.

*...This is actually kind of fun.*

As I mindlessly sprayed water and watched the bubbles wash away, I felt a strange satisfaction.
It reminded me of those oddly satisfying cleaning videos that make you lose track of time. The bubbles disappearing wherever the water touched—exactly that feeling.

Lost in my cleaning trance, I eventually noticed all the bubbles on the floor had vanished.
Great, problem solved. This should do it.

I nodded with satisfaction at the spotless balcony floor and moved toward the faucet to turn off the water.
That's when I felt that superconductor-level slipperiness followed by the familiar sensation of weightlessness pulling at my neck. The culprit was, of course, the soap residue left on the floor.

This was the inevitable fate of someone who only removed the bubbles with water without properly cleaning up the remaining soap.
THUD! I fell backward and broke a second floor tile.

This time I didn't just fall—I fell while holding the running hose, spraying water everywhere and getting completely soaked in the process.

"Sniff..."

It's okay. At least I didn't get hurt.
I tried to comfort myself with that thought, but I couldn't stop the rising feelings of misery and injustice.

"Son of a... really..."

Why is everything going wrong today? Why does everything I try to do turn into a complete disaster?
I should have just left it alone. Why did I have to try and fix things only to end up like this...

Breaking two tiles with the back of my head, getting leg cramps, becoming a drowned rat.
I couldn't believe all this happened just because I couldn't do one load of laundry.

I felt so miserable and frustrated that I couldn't handle one simple load of laundry, and so pathetic for suffering such humiliation over something so trivial that I almost burst into tears.
But crying over laundry would be so embarrassing it would become a dark memory I'd carry for life, so I sniffled and held back my tears as I turned off the faucet with my foot.

Using my foot to turn off the water because I couldn't use my hands, and watching myself do it—the sheer absurdity of the situation made me feel even more miserable.

"Seriously, this is so annoying..."

I turned off the water with a whimper and wiped the water from my face with the back of my hand.
Tears? No, it's water. Just water. Maybe a bit warm, but definitely water.

After roughly wiping my face, I mindlessly pulled at my clothes to change out of the mess of water, dirt, and soap.

RIIIIIP—

"..."

My T-shirt was no longer a T-shirt.
In games, you can craft a cloth garment with five pieces of cloth. I wonder if in real life, collecting five scraps of fabric would make a T-shirt?

I knew it wouldn't, of course, but the fact that such nonsense crossed my mind showed how far gone I was.
I was in such a state of mental weakness. No, mental incapacity.

Looking down at the pathetic scrap of T-shirt cooling in my palm, I let out a hollow laugh.
Troubles piling on troubles, calamity upon calamity—at this point, I couldn't even cry anymore, just laugh.

"Haha."

Half-enlightened, I laughed and tore off the remaining scraps of fabric clinging to my body.
It was already torn beyond repair, so I might as well take it off completely.

I wasn't wearing underwear to begin with, so that was fine.
After stripping, I went straight to the bathroom to wash up.

By "washing up," I really just meant standing under warm running water in a daze, but that was still a hundred times better than being covered in cold water and soap.

"So warm..."

The warm water improved my mood a little.
I thought about scrubbing my body with the back of my hand, but the skin there was so rough it felt more like sandpaper than washing, so I gave up.

The area I had rubbed was already turning red.
If I'd continued, I probably would have scraped my skin raw.

With my stinging arm making it awkward to stay under the water any longer, I turned it off.
Now the problem was drying myself. One thing was certain—I couldn't use a towel.

I could open drawers by slipping my fingers between the handles, but using a towel would require grabbing it with my hands, which would surely tear it like my T-shirt.

Wait a minute...
Does this mean I can't put on clothes either?

As that thought hit me, my mind raced.
I couldn't just stand in the bathroom forever, so I shook my body to get rid of as much water as possible, then dried the rest by flapping my wings.

What I mean is, I flapped my wings vigorously to create wind and dry off the moisture.
I wasn't sure if it would work, but as I flapped energetically, I could see my body gradually drying.

"Haa-CHOO! Sniff...! Ugh... Ha, CHOO! Nnngh..."

The trade-off was that as the moisture dried, my body got so cold I started sneezing, but fortunately it was just a few sneezes.
After drying off and coming out, I faced the real problem.

"Clothes... How am I going to put them on..."

I could probably manage to take them out somehow, but putting them on alone was impossible with these claws.
I could force myself to wear them if I really tried, but then the sleeves would stretch out—or worse, they'd get holes or tear completely.

Actually, just maintaining the shape of the clothes would be a major success.

*...*

As I was seriously contemplating what to do, a brilliant idea flashed in my mind.
If the problem was my hands getting caught in the sleeves, I should wear clothes without sleeves.

I shuddered at my own surprisingly perfect idea.

"ACHOO!"

No, I was just shivering from the cold.
I wiped under my nose with my forearm and opened the closet drawer to find something suitable to wear.

Since I couldn't rummage through with my hands, I carefully searched with my feet, but my conscience writhed in pain every time the neatly folded clothes became disheveled and crumpled.

I'm sorry, but... I have no choice.
It's better than tearing all the clothes and scratching up the bottom of the drawer with my hands...

"Sniff..."

Swallowing my runny nose, I finally found what I was looking for at the very bottom of the drawer.

"Found it!"

The garment I picked up with my toes was none other than a plain white tank top.
A sleeveless undershirt. The perfect clothing for me.

Since it was Hyun's, it was way too big for me, but that was actually better.
Not because it was Hyun's clothes, but because it was easier to put on.

"First one arm... then the head... damn, my horns! Then the other arm...!"

I did it!
After getting dressed, I stood in front of the mirror to check for any tears or holes.

In the mirror stood a woman with her lower half completely exposed.
My damn wings had caught the fabric, leaving my lower body fully revealed.

And there I was, smiling like an idiot.
Unlike the T-shirt I was wearing before, which Hyun had slightly torn to make wing holes for me, this tank top had no such accommodations.

Realizing how serious my wardrobe malfunction was, I grabbed the hem of the tank top between my fingers and stretched it down as far as possible.
Of course, it still caught on my wings and wouldn't come down.

"Damn..."

With a face flushed bright red, I immediately found and put on pants.
Thankfully, I could manage to put on dolphin shorts by myself, even with these hands.

Past me, who said "Are you crazy, you pervert?" when Hyun suggested buying dolphin shorts online—you should be ashamed of yourself.

Ch.53 - Daily Life (4)
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. The text follows Choi Hyun's perspective as he deals with paperwork related to Yu Sia's trial and information about Harmageddon.

The trial of Sia and information about Harmageddon's pawns.
There was so much information I needed to check and keep in my head that it felt like my brain was going to explode.

Well... objectively speaking, it wasn't that much work, but for someone who usually just worked in the field, sitting with stacks of paperwork felt extremely awkward.

Of course, my big sis was working even harder than me, and since this was related to Sia, I didn't want to complain no matter how difficult it was. So I kept my mouth shut and crammed everything into my head.

My head throbbed as I forced my brain to work—it had grown stiff from disuse except during fights since the Singularity Incident.
Or maybe it was just because of what was written in these documents.

—Recent increase in appearances of unidentified monsters...

After reading through all the documents related to Sia's trial, I moved on to the information about Harmageddon's pawns that my big sis had organized.
After going through several minor documents, this was the first paragraph on one of the last pages.

'Unidentified monsters.'

There had been warning signs like this before Harmageddon's indiscriminate terrorist attacks a few years ago.
For instance, an increase in monsters of unknown origin, or clown symbols found at crime scenes.

It's the same now. Exactly like back then.
Monsters and bombs marked with clown symbols, unidentifiable artificial monsters.

"Haah..."

Yes, anyone could see these were warning signs.
Warning signs that would be obvious to anyone who knew anything about Harmageddon or had any interest in the matter.

Of course, the Association isn't stupid and is preparing as much as possible, but there are limits.
What Harmageddon commits are literally indiscriminate terrorist attacks without any clear plan or goal.

We can't just go around questioning every suspicious person in the name of preparation.
In a constitutional democracy, that kind of behavior would obviously lead to public backlash.

No, we shouldn't and couldn't do such things in the first place.
Even if the Hero Association went crazy and tried, I doubt we'd catch them anyway.

"This is really giving me a headache."

I sighed deeply and scratched my head.
The best we could do now was patrol as frequently as possible and stay alert to respond immediately whenever and wherever something happened. Like a military five-minute standby team.

The longer the tension lasted, the more fatigue would build up among Hunters, but there was no way around it.
The situation was too serious to just brush off with an "it'll be fine" attitude.

We have to do it even if we're tired. We have to do it even if it's hard.

I shook my head and put down the documents, then gently rubbed my eyelids with my thumb and index finger.
My eyes felt hot from staring at documents for too long.

How much time had passed for my eyes to feel this warm already?
Wondering this, I removed my hand and checked the time.

"What? It's already 8 o'clock."

When did it get so late? After checking the time, I immediately got up and gathered my things.
I should have left work much earlier, but since it was my first day back in a week and there was so much to take care of, I hadn't checked the time.

The one good thing was that rush hour had definitely passed, so traffic wouldn't be bad, but even accounting for that, I wouldn't get home until 9 o'clock.
I'd promised to be home by 8 at the latest, and now I'd be an hour late... anyone would see that as breaking a promise.

*I guess it can't be helped.*

Muttering what seemed to have become my catchphrase lately, I gathered all my documents and instead of taking the elevator down to the first floor, I went up to the roof.

——♩

"42nd floor."

Getting off the elevator, I immediately turned right down the corridor and came to a firmly closed door.
Opening it, I found a separate staircase leading upward, and I quickly climbed the stairs and opened the door to the roof.

Frowning as the strong wind made my bangs float upward, I closed the door behind me and was greeted by the vast night sky.
However, due to the countless stars that had appeared on the ground, no stars were visible in the sky.

"The night view here really is something else."

After briefly admiring the sparkling night view below, I turned my gaze away and faced the direction of my home.
After double-checking that my bag of documents was securely closed, I loosened my tie slightly and jumped up.

Using powers outside of work hours—that is, when not wearing a costume and on duty—is prohibited to prevent misuse of abilities by Heroes and awakened individuals who haven't become Heroes.
But, as is often the case with how society works, as long as you don't get caught, everyone uses their abilities secretly.

Including me right now.

*At this speed, I should arrive in 5 minutes at most.*

A distance that would take an hour by car only takes 5 minutes when crossing the sky.
Who wouldn't want to use their abilities for this? Of course, I couldn't complain about why there were restrictions on using powers.

The moment those restrictions were lifted, chaos would ensue, just like after the Singularity Incident.
Gates appearing suddenly, monsters pouring out of them, the collapse of the rule of law, anarchy. What would happen if ordinary humans were given powers beyond their measure?

*It's obvious, isn't it?*

I sighed deeply at the unforgettable sight that remained vivid no matter how much time passed, and accelerated through the air to increase my speed.
After flying a bit further, I spotted my familiar home, and after confirming there was no one around, I reduced my speed dramatically and landed in the yard.

With a thud, I landed in what's commonly called a "hero landing" position, then groaned at my aching knees and patted my legs.

"Ow, my knees..."

Perhaps because I've been rough on my body for so long, things I used to do without any problem were starting to take their toll.
Or maybe this landing pose itself is the problem.

After the aching in my knees subsided somewhat, I rummaged through my pockets at the front door.

"Huh."

No keys.
Feeling something was off, I put my document bag down next to the door and thoroughly searched all my pockets with both hands, but couldn't find my keys anywhere.

What's going on? Did I drop them while flying? No, that can't be... I would have noticed...

"Ah."

I put them in the cup holder because they were bothering me in my pants pocket while driving! I smacked my forehead as I suddenly remembered.
I couldn't go back to the building now...

"Haah..."

*Good thing Sia is home... otherwise I would have had to go all the way back to the Association.*

I sighed deeply and knocked on the door.
Bang bang bang! As I knocked on the metal door, light footsteps approached from inside the house.

"Yes, who is it?"

"It's me. I left my keys behind, so please open the door."

"Ah, not interested in buying anything."

Sia said that and then went back inside.
I could hear the footsteps getting farther away, so she really did walk away.

"Hey! Yu Sia! Stop joking around and open up!"

I knocked on the door again, and Sia came back.

"Yes, who is it?"

"I left my keys in the car. Please open the door."

"You can just go get them from your car."

"I left the car behind too."

"I thought you were just making things worse, but you've gone and made them much worse."

I heard a snicker from behind the door.
Even I thought the situation was ridiculous, so I scratched my head.

"Anyway, hurry up and open the door."

"Alright."

With a click, the lock opened, and I pulled the door open.

"What's this? You changed clothes?"

Unlike when I saw her this morning, Sia was wearing a plain tank top and dolphin pants.
When I blinked and asked, Sia flinched and then smiled awkwardly.

"Huh? Oh, yeah. My t-shirt got a little... wet."

The way she fidgeted and couldn't maintain eye contact while making excuses was clearly saying "I caused trouble" to anyone who saw it.

"Did you cause some kind of accident?"

"Huh? No?"

Even the most oblivious person would see through such an obvious lie, but it made me laugh rather than angry.
How should I put it—it was kind of cute, like watching a nephew who'd caused a big mess pretending not to know anything.

*It's only because the contents are Yu Sia.*

I sighed deeply and decided to let it slide.

"It must have been hard to change by yourself, how did you manage?"

"Hmm, you know I can do anything if I put my mind to it. Changing clothes is nothing."

"Sure, sure. Let's go inside. I'm hungry."

"Oh, okay."

As I took off my shoes and entered the living room, I smelled the familiar scent of detergent and fabric softener.
Ah, I forgot to do the laundry.

"I should start the laundry first."

"Huh? Wouldn't it be better to eat first?"

Aha, so she caused an accident while doing laundry.
I was amazed at how obviously she was trying to change the subject, and I felt like teasing her a bit.

"How long does laundry take? Just throw the clothes in, add detergent, press the button, and it's done. It'll be quick, so let's start the laundry and then eat."

"Hey, um... Hyun."

"What?"

"Promise not to get mad. I, well..."

Sia told me everything that had happened while I was out working.
Using too much detergent and fabric softener and creating a bubble explosion, breaking two floor tiles when she fell, and tearing her t-shirt while trying to change clothes.

"...That's what happened."

To be honest, I was surprised because I expected a much bigger accident.

"I'm sorry..."

It's not like she destroyed the building or set it on fire, yet she was apologizing so sincerely...
With her wings and ears drooping down as she watched my reaction, I honestly thought it was kind of cute.

*Am I going crazy?*

Thinking another guy is cute—have I really lost my mind?
...No, it's just that compared to what other villains do, her mishaps were much cuter. Yeah, that's it, that's what I meant.

Ch.54 - Reality (1)
Peaceful times pass by faster than you'd think.
No, that's not quite right. It's more accurate to say that idle or leisurely time passes quickly.

It's similar to how during school breaks or holidays, time seems to flow two or three times faster than usual.

And when those relaxed days repeat like a routine, that feeling intensifies.
That's exactly where I am right now.

I wake up whenever I want without worrying about time, eat whatever food Hyun has prepared before leaving, watch TV when I have nothing else to do, then have dinner when Hyun returns, and fall asleep at 10 PM sharp.

After repeating this lifestyle for several days, it's become a routine of its own.

Once it became routine, unlike before when I'd push myself due to feelings of debt and guilt creating pressure to "do something," now I can let most things slide without much concern.

Of course, this doesn't mean I throw tantrums asking Hyun to "do this for me" whenever something happens.
I do my best with what I can handle, and only ask Hyun for help with things I can't do.

For example, laundry, laundry, and laundry.
This absolutely has nothing to do with any trauma from that incident. Really.

Anyway...
There's a reason I'm bringing this up suddenly.
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Because the time I mistakenly thought had stopped has started flowing again.

* * *

It was around when I'd been staying at Hyun's house for just over two weeks.
On a Saturday, I was eating breakfast while watching Hyun prepare for work as usual.

"Don't you get weekends off?"

"Do accidents not happen on weekends?"

"Ah."

His answer was so obvious I had nothing to say.

"Isn't it tiring?"

"It's fine on weekends. Unless something happens, I just end up sitting around killing time."

I watched him adjusting his tie in the mirror with a spoon in my mouth.
Even if it's just sitting around, it's still not as comfortable as resting at home.

I've never had a job or worked before, but I know that much without experiencing it firsthand.
Just looking at Hyun's face, I can tell how exhausting it is. It would be stranger not to notice.

"You work hard."

But there was nothing I could do to help. No matter how capable I might think I am, some things are just beyond me.
It would be ridiculous to expect anything from someone who can't even do laundry properly.

When I spoke with genuine sincerity, Hyun smiled slightly and said:

"Compared to a few years ago, this level of work is nothing. Back then, every day was like a war."

Every day was like a war? How bad must it have been for Hyun to say something like that?

"Was it really that bad back then?"

"It was. The Singularity Incident happened, Monsters and Villains started appearing, the government couldn't handle it and collapsed, and on top of that, people suddenly gained tremendous power regardless of qualifications. It would be stranger if things had remained normal. It was almost like the end of the world."

Though the content sounded serious, it didn't really hit home for me.
It was just like, oh, so that happened.

Of course, I'm not thinking "that's no big deal."
It was clearly terrible. Even without knowing the details or specific incidents, just hearing the conditions makes that clear.

It was definitely horrific, but with the peaceful scenery outside the window and Hyun talking about these terrible situations with such a calm expression, it felt like I was listening to a lecture about some historical event.

No, wait. Since it's already in the past, I suppose it is history.
And Hyun is someone who survived that apocalyptic history.

Thinking about it that way, I was newly impressed by Hyun.

"Were you a Hero back then too?"

"Back then, we weren't called Heroes but Hunters."

"Ah, right. Heroes used to be called Hunters."

I'd heard this before.
When was it again...?

—Yes. I used to be a Hunter.

Oh, right.
That bastard. That guy told me.

"What? You already knew? I never told you about that. Did Noona tell you?"

"Huh? Ah... no. I just heard it in passing."

Since recalling it wouldn't bring back any good memories, I brushed it off and shoveled a spoonful of cereal into my mouth.
As I was chewing my cereal, Hyun, who had been gathering his documents, turned toward me.

"You heard that in passing? If you heard it, it must have been at the hospital, but who there would have told you that...?"

Hyun scratched his head in confusion, muttering.
Should I tell him? After briefly considering it, I swallowed my cereal and spoke.

"That... what was his name... Oh, right. There's this asshole called Han Yeong-Seok? He told me."

The moment Han Yeong-Seok's name left my lips, Hyun's eyes widened as he whipped his head toward me.
His expression suggested he'd heard something he shouldn't have, which startled me even more.

"What did you just say? Who?"

"Huh? Han Yeong-Seok..."

"How do you know that name?"

Hyun's manner of speaking was different from usual, cutting off his sentences as he asked questions. It was a bit disconcerting, but he wasn't approaching me in an intimidating way—just staring with wide eyes—so I was able to tell him everything.

About the man I met at the hospital when Hyun was away, and how that man had brought out the wolf monster. After I finished my story, Hyun rubbed his forehead as if he had a headache and let out a deep sigh.

I should have told him earlier.
Though Hyun didn't say anything, I naturally came to that conclusion.

I had completely forgotten about it.
No, I had been trying to forget.

Since he hadn't asked specifically, I had carelessly thought I could just forget about it and move on.
I didn't want to get involved—that thought had been lurking underneath.

Because remembering would only bring up bad things.

"You should have told me earlier... Hah... No, never mind."

"I'm sorry..."

Hyun shook his head at my words and sat down across from me, looking at me.
The atmosphere was definitely not conducive to eating, and I felt like I wouldn't be able to swallow anything even if I tried, so I quietly put down my spoon.

"Yu Sia. As you probably know, you're a person of interest to both Heroes and Villains."

It feels like I'm being scolded.
No, I am actually being scolded.

I'm being scolded by my friend.
I wasn't sure how to respond.

But it definitely didn't feel good.
Still, I knew it was my fault, so I couldn't argue.

"...Yeah."

"Look at me. Raise your head."

At Hyun's words, I mumbled something and slowly raised my head.

"If anything happens, you need to tell me, or if not me, then someone. If nothing else, remember this."

"...I understand."

I nodded at Hyun's incredibly serious expression.
After silently looking at me, Hyun seemed about to say something but quietly stood up instead.

"Sorry for interrupting your meal. But this was something I had to say."

I should have responded, but I didn't want to open my mouth, so I just nodded.
Whether Hyun understood my feelings or was just frustrated, he didn't say anything more and turned away.

Quickly gathering his things, Hyun picked up his briefcase and headed to the front door.

"I'll be late today. If you get hungry, there's food in the fridge... No, I'll leave my card, so order pizza or whatever you want."

"Take ca—"

Hyun left before I could finish saying "take care" as I got up from my seat.

After staring at the firmly closed door, I quietly turned away.

"...Shit."

I'm not an idiot. I know. I already know this story.
I'm well aware that I'm a ticking time bomb for Heroes and a resource that must be recovered for Villains.

Hyun's words brought back the reality I had been trying so hard to forget.
Of course, it's not Hyun's fault. Well, it is his fault that I was reminded... but I couldn't blame him.

How could I blame Hyun when it wasn't his fault to begin with?
But even knowing it wasn't his fault, I still felt a little resentful toward Hyun for making me remember the reality I had been trying to forget by looking away.

And I hated myself for being so... pathetic.

"Hah..."

I looked at the cereal on the table and dumped the bowl, still half full, into the sink.
I was in no mood to eat anything.

Thinking watching TV might help, I sat on the sofa and turned it on.
But contrary to my expectations, the sound of the studio audience laughing only made me feel worse, so I turned it off.

As the TV went dark, the screen reflected my image like a mirror, and I had to face the monster with horns, wings, and monstrous hands.

"..."

Things I had been trying to forget—because I hated being stuck in the hospital feeling depressed, because I didn't want to accept that I had become a monster—started coming back one by one.
I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them, trying to push away the emerging thoughts. To change my mood, I got up from my seat.

Maybe sleeping would help.
With that thought, as I was heading to my room, my foot stepped on a piece of paper.

It was one of the documents Hyun had been gathering earlier, now fallen to the floor.
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The wave of reality hit me, and any trace of sleepiness I might have had completely vanished.

Ch.55 - Reality (2)
I have to appear in court.

When I only vaguely knew this fact, it didn't bother me, but once I learned the exact schedule, every minute felt like it was suffocating me.

I wish I hadn't found out.
I wish I could have remained ignorant.

"Hah..."

It's not that I didn't know I'd be facing trial.
After causing trouble at the hospital and running away, I heard all the explanations when Hyun caught me—how could I forget that?

It's just that remembering it was so painful that I pretended to forget, pretended not to know. That effort allowed me to stay with Hyun and live normally, without issues.

...But that effort was wasted when some trivial incident made me remember everything again.
I sighed for what felt like the hundredth time and leaned back against the sofa.

Until yesterday—no, even until this morning—this sofa felt comfortable and this space felt like my home. Now it all felt unbearably uncomfortable.
Should I really be here? Should I be this comfortable?

Should a monster like me, a Kaiju, be staying at the home of a Hero like Hyun, even if we are childhood friends?
These useless worries kept surfacing.

This is exactly why I tried to forget—the moment I remembered, I ended up like this.
I kept shifting my position, trying to get comfortable, but no matter how I sat, the discomfort wouldn't go away.

Of course, the discomfort wasn't actually about my posture, so this was expected.
But knowing that didn't solve anything, so I was just going in circles.

"Haah..."

In the end, all I could do was sigh.
Knowing that made it even more frustrating.

Until all my problems were solved, or until I completely forgot about them, I'd have to carry this frustration with me.

"Shit..."

I finally cursed in frustration.
Like a child who knows no other way to manage anger.

* * *

Sia has already made contact with Harmageddon.
I had suspected this to some extent, and I already had circumstantial evidence to support it.

But I hadn't expected that Sia herself had already been in contact with Harmageddon's puppet... no, at least an Executive-level member.
It was an oversight. I was too hasty. I should have been more careful. More, more...

"Haah..."

Knowing that regret was already too late, I exhaled my self-reproach with a sigh.
What matters isn't the past but the future ahead. There's plenty of time for regret when I'm on my deathbed.

Now isn't the time for self-blame, but to think about what to do with Sia going forward.
I closed my eyes to collect myself, then opened them again. The situation was still bleak, but there was hope.

At least I know what they're after.

*First, the most critical day is next Wednesday when the trial is scheduled.*

Whatever happens, that day will definitely be when it begins.
Even for Harmageddon, attacking the home of an S-Class Hero would be quite burdensome.

They'll probably cause chaos on the day of the trial. Whether it's terrorism or an attack, they'll do something. Their goal is either Sia's rampage or retrieval, or if not that...
No... if they wanted to retrieve her, they could have done so when she was in the hospital. So in the end, only one possibility remains.

*Sia's rampage.*

Why are they specifically aiming for a rampage?
I can't be certain, but based on the circumstances, the rampage itself isn't likely their goal.

If the rampage was their goal, they've had plenty of opportunities.
Back when Sia was still staying at the hospital.

While I was deep in thought, I remembered the terrorist incident that Sia's grandmother was caught up in.

*Was it from then?*

Come to think of it, wasn't that also orchestrated by those Harmageddon bastards?
The chance of her getting caught up in it by coincidence is slim. That means it was a planned crime targeting Sia's grandmother.

So, is Sia's rampage really their goal?
Is that all?

What benefit would they gain from Sia going berserk?
Thinking simply, they could cause major chaos.

No, that would only be a secondary benefit.
Causing chaos alone wouldn't be worth expending a monster created from the Berserk Dragon.

If not that, are they dreaming of reviving the Berserk Dragon?
If weapons made from Sigmus the Berserk Dragon can induce hallucinations and auditory hallucinations, Sia, who has completely fused with Sigmus, would be affected even more.

Noona also mentioned this concern directly, so it's not an unfounded worry.
But... doing that would only result in mutual destruction. Even if the Berserk Dragon awakens inside Sia, it benefits no one.

A deal? If that were possible, the Giman Catastrophe wouldn't have happened in the first place.
Above all, attempting to negotiate with a monster that can't communicate is foolish.

Then, assuming they don't intend to awaken the Berserk Dragon but still want to make Sia go berserk...

*Are they planning to isolate Sia?*

The rampage is just a means to an end.
What they're truly aiming for is to make Sia go berserk in a situation where all eyes are on her, completely isolating her from society.

No one wants to embrace a bomb that could explode at any moment.
And then they plan to pick up Sia when she has nowhere else to go.

That would explain why they did such crazy things at the hospital.
And why they recruited the broadcasting station director to put what happened at the hospital on breaking news.

"Vicious bastards."

What did Sia ever do to deserve this?
I sighed with a feeling of tightness in my chest and brushed my bangs up.

...No, they would have done the same to anyone else, not just Sia.
They wouldn't have cared who it was. As long as the person could accept a part of the Berserk Dragon with a high enough synchronization rate, they wouldn't have cared who it was.

They just happened to discover Sia, Sia just happened to have a high synchronization rate with the Berserk Dragon, just happened to...

"Haah..."

Feeling my thoughts spiraling in an increasingly negative direction, I cut them off immediately.
In a situation where hope is scarce, there's no need to dig myself deeper with negative thoughts.

Isn't it a Hero's job to instill hope even in the worst situations?

—Are you alright, young man.

Isn't that the kind of Hero I've always admired?
I exhaled sharply and slapped both my cheeks hard.

With the stinging pain in both cheeks, the negative thoughts that had been creeping in disappeared.
That's enough thinking. Now it's time to do what I need to do.

Time to return to reality.

* * *

Bubble, bubble——

"Hmm..."

Standing in front of a massive tank emitting a green light, a young man tapped his chin with the end of his pen and hummed thoughtfully.
Looking down at a paper filled with symbols and equations incomprehensible to ordinary people, the young man let out a deep sigh.

However, it wasn't a sigh of frustration but rather one of relief.
Taking his eyes off the paper and looking at the tank, the young man smiled with satisfaction and began operating the panel connected to the tank.

At that moment, a crack suddenly appeared in the space that was already cramped with pipes and electrical wires connected to the tank.
Startled by the cracking sound, the young man checked the tank in alarm.

But the tank was smooth without even a fingerprint, let alone a crack.
Confirming this, the young man sighed in relief once more and returned to his work.

"Doctor, I'm here."

"..."

The one who appeared through the cracked space was the fox-faced man who had introduced himself to Sia as Han Yeong-Seok.
But despite the man's call, the young man referred to as Doctor didn't even acknowledge him and continued operating the panel.

Seeing this, the man tilted his head with a troubled smile.

"Oh? Can't you hear me? Doctor?"

When he called out to the Doctor again, the Doctor finally glanced briefly in the man's direction.
But that was it—the Doctor made eye contact with the man once and then turned away again.

"Well, you seem quite focused. I'll just talk since I'm sure you can hear me."

"..."

Again, there was no response, but the man started talking anyway.
In a place full of eccentrics, this wasn't particularly unusual.

"It's about Test Subject No. 441. Quite impressive performance, don't you think? The fact that so much of its ego remains is a bit of an issue, but that's something that will resolve itself over time, so it's not a problem."

"...You're telling me early. I already roughly understood that from the breaking news."

"Oh? I thought you wouldn't know since you're holed up in here. Is there a TV in here?"

"I hijacked one of the spare panels to check the broadcast. However, if I had known beforehand that it was a garbage failure that couldn't even output 10 percent of the firepower I was aiming for, I wouldn't have bothered."

Watching the Doctor suddenly pour out words as if making up for his previous silence, the man shrugged.
Seeing the man's smiling reflection in the tank, the Doctor frowned deeply and turned his eyes back to the panel.

"You still talk a lot when it comes to your favorite subjects."

"If you came here to spout nonsense, get out. I need to complete my masterpiece."

"Hey... I'm the Leader, you know. I'd appreciate a little respect."

"..."

Seeing the Doctor completely ignore him after his little joke, the man scratched his head.

"I came to authorize the use of No. 445... Oh well. Guess I'll have to leave for today."

At those words, the Doctor straightened his back and turned toward the man.

"Tell me more about that."

"Shall we sit down and talk?"

The man smiled brightly at the Doctor's completely reversed attitude.

Ch.56 - Faith (1)
That afternoon, Hyun came home before 6 PM, despite saying he might be late today.
Since he was the type to keep his word, whether good or bad, it was quite unexpected for him to come home early after saying he might be late.

Did he forget something and come back to get it?
No, it's too late for that. If he'd forgotten something, he would have returned much earlier.

Though Hyun might be straightforward, he's definitely not stupid. If he'd forgotten something, he would have come back much sooner.
So, did he really come home early?

"I thought you said you'd be late today, but you're early."

"I didn't want to leave you alone at home, so I finished what I needed to do as quickly as possible and left work early."

I blinked as I watched him loosening his tie.
I could vaguely understand what he meant without needing an explanation.

"Is it because of that Harmageddon thing?"

"Yeah, that's right."

What? Was that a serious answer?
I blinked at Hyun's casual response.

Was it actually not a big deal, something I didn't need to worry about?
Had I been worrying unnecessarily all this time?

Even though I knew it couldn't be that simple, I couldn't hide my rising hope as I asked, "Is it serious?"

"Well, it is serious... but this isn't a conversation we should have standing up. Let me change first, and then I'll explain everything slowly."

How serious could it be for Hyun to react like this?
No, considering his earlier answer, maybe it's not that serious after all...

While I was wondering which way to take it, Hyun, who was changing his clothes, looked at the clock and asked, "Have you eaten?"

"Not yet."

There wasn't any special reason; I just didn't feel like eating.
After learning about my trial next week, I couldn't get food down.

Except for the cereal I had this morning, I hadn't eaten anything all day.
The strange thing was that despite not eating anything, I wasn't hungry.

I used to eat seven meals a day, but now I'd gone half a day without food and didn't feel hungry.
It was surprising how much the mind could affect the body.

"Really? Then should we order pizza in a bit?"

"Huh? Yeah, sure..."

I nodded, and Hyun blinked.

"What's wrong? Don't feel like pizza? Want something else?"

It's not that I don't want pizza; I just don't feel like eating anything.
I was about to say that, but I didn't want to burden Hyun, who already had a lot on his mind, so I was going to shake my head.

—If something's bothering you, you should talk to me, or anyone really.

If Hyun hadn't said that this morning, I would have shaken my head.
After thinking about it a lot...

"I don't have an appetite."

I concluded it was better to be honest about these trivial thoughts.

"You don't have an appetite?"

Hyun, who had finished changing and was organizing his documents, looked at me with wide eyes, as if he'd heard something unbelievable.
I understand the surprise, but why that expression?

"Why are you so surprised? Am I not allowed to lose my appetite?"

"Someone who used to eat seven meals a day suddenly says they have no appetite—of course I'm surprised."

I couldn't argue with that.
If someone who ate that much suddenly lost their appetite and skipped meals, I'd be surprised too.

"But why no appetite? Did something happen?"

Right, I was wondering when this question would come up.
After hesitating, I let out a deep sigh.

"My trial is next week. After finding that out, my appetite just disappeared."

It was something I couldn't hide anyway, and we needed to talk about it eventually, so I was honest.
Hyun froze at my words, rummaged through his briefcase, then sighed and scratched his head.

"So you saw it. The court summons."

"...Why didn't you tell me?"

I childishly picked at his words, asking why he hadn't told me when he'd insisted I should talk to him.
Scratching his head, Hyun quietly came over and sat across from me.

"Well... this might sound like an excuse, but please don't misunderstand."

Unlike me, Hyun didn't seem to be agonizing or suffering.
He just looked like he was seriously considering how to handle this.

Realizing anew that Hyun was an adult and a Hero, I nodded.
Hyun gave a small smile and began to speak.

"I originally planned to tell you as soon as the trial date was set, but I couldn't."

"What do you mean you couldn't?"

I hope he doesn't mean that I didn't need to know, or that there was no point in me knowing.
...I hope that's not what he means.

"When I saw you at the hospital after you were caught, I just couldn't tell you. You looked like you might collapse if I added anything more."

"You think I couldn't handle it?"

"You were already overwhelmed with what was right in front of you. I couldn't add to that burden when I couldn't even lighten it."

I took a breath to argue back immediately, but had to close my mouth.
There was nothing wrong with what Hyun said.

After all, when I saw the letter with the trial date, I even said, "I wish I hadn't known."
And now I was getting defensive over a single comment, my pride slightly hurt.

*What a child I am...*

I sighed deeply, disgusted with myself.
Watching me silently, Hyun shook his head.

"Don't beat yourself up like that. You don't have to force yourself to act like an adult."

I flinched at those words and averted my eyes slightly.

"...How do you know what I was thinking?"

"Come on, I've known you for how long? It's obvious. You were thinking about all sorts of things and then asking yourself, 'Why am I like this?'"

The details were a bit different, but the overall framework was so accurate that I had nothing to say.
But I did have something to say about this:

"I wasn't trying to force myself to act like an adult."

"Trying to shoulder everything by yourself is exactly what pretending to be an adult is."

As I stood there speechless, Hyun eventually chuckled and flicked my forehead.

Thwack!

"Ugh!?"

It didn't hurt, but the stinging sensation on my forehead made me reflexively groan.
Wondering why he suddenly hit me, I blinked, and Hyun tapped his own temple with his index finger.

"Don't overthink things. It'll just give you a headache."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means you don't need to make things complicated. Think simply. It doesn't matter if people call you ignorant or stupid—just do what you want."

It was certainly an appealing suggestion for someone feeling oppressed, but thanks to the thin thread of reason I was still holding onto, I was able to shake my head.
Hyun seemed surprised that I shook my head, blinking in response.

"Do whatever I want... Yeah, that would be nice."

Anyone would want to live like that.
How fun would it be if you could achieve everything you wanted, do everything you wanted?

"But that's not how it works. How would that be any different from being a Villain?"

Killing someone because you don't like them. Taking something because you want it.
If that's not being a Villain, then what is?

As I sighed with a bitter smile, a shadow approached.
I looked up to see Hyun's arm with its veins standing out, and his middle finger hooked behind his thumb, ready to be released.

Before I could react, his middle finger struck my forehead.

Thwack!

"Ah!?"

This time it wasn't just a sting...
No, without any flowery language, it simply hurt.

"You crazy bastard! You almost cracked my forehead!!"

"This is your big brother's loving touch, so just accept it gratefully without complaint."

"Loving my ass!"

I tried to kick Hyun's leg under the table, but my legs were too short to reach.
Instead, my rough leg movement made the table shake violently.

With a clatter, the table shook, and Hyun blinked before bursting into laughter.
Heat rushed to my face as I gritted my teeth.

"I'll kill you in your sleep...!"

"Ahahahaha! Huk! Keh-huk, kuk, kuhahaha!"

"Stop laughing!!"

After laughing for a while, Hyun finally stopped when I was about to get up from my chair, wiping away the tears he'd shed from laughing.
It was awkward to stay angry, so I just glared at him, and Hyun sighed deeply before speaking.

"Haah... Whew... Anyway, what I'm trying to say is don't take things to extremes—think within the bounds of common sense. Within common sense. Grandmother said it too, remember?"

"..."

At Hyun's words, I recalled what Grandmother had told us at the barbecue restaurant.
I remembered the words that had been obscured by the overwhelming reality in front of me, by what Hyun called the immediate issues.

"...Live how you want as long as you don't inconvenience others."

"Right, you remember. That's all you need. Don't overthink it. Just do what you want within the bounds of common sense. Don't worry about the consequences. That's the privilege of being a student."

"What if things get out of hand? What if they grow beyond what I can handle?"

"I told you, don't worry about the consequences. I'll take responsibility, so you don't need to worry about that."

Hyun said this with a confident smile.
Seeing that expression, I felt my vague anxiety diminish slightly.

And at the same time, I found myself thinking that the smiling Hyun looked a little cool.

*Cool?*

No, this is just admiration for a respectable adult.
Yes, this is nothing more than admiration.

That's right. That's all it is.

Ch.57 - Faith (2)
After finishing my conversation with Hyun, I checked the time and saw it was already past 7, so we ordered pizza. Even though I'd had no appetite and hadn't eaten for half the day, once our talk was over and my worries were resolved, my appetite came roaring back.

We ordered two large pizzas with every side dish on the menu. Oh, and I added pineapple topping to everything.

The reason was simple: because I wanted it.

I'd been holding back because Hyun seemed to dislike it. Though I'm not the type to change my attitude quickly just because someone said "be simpler," I still checked with him nervously when asking if I could order it.

"Hey, isn't pineapple topping crossing a line though?"

After finishing the order, Hyun suddenly challenged me while drinking coffee and looking through documents.
Was he really complaining after agreeing to it?

"You said I could order whatever I wanted."

"After thinking about it, I don't think this is right."

He even put down his documents to speak—he seemed completely serious.

"You know it looks really petty to bring this up after we've already ordered, right?"

I stared at him in disbelief. Was this some new form of messing with me? He looked back at me with a blank expression and shook his head.

"Fine, call me petty. But you shouldn't just do whatever you want when it comes to food."

He stared straight into my eyes as if to show how seriously he'd considered this matter, making me blink in surprise.

"Come on. Did I put something inedible on the pizza? It's just a bit of pineapple."

"Even so, adding it not once but three times is crossing the line, man."

"It's just pizza with pineapple! It's the same pizza, why are you making such a big deal about pineapple?"

Seriously, is putting pineapple on pizza such a crime? Isn't it common sense that adding something delicious to something delicious makes it more delicious?

"It's pineapple pizza... PINEAPPLE PIZZA! And you're adding MORE pineapple to it?! There'll be more pineapple than dough! How is that still pizza?! Apologize to the Italians!"

"Too late, the order's already in~ It's your pineapple pizza too~ You agreed to it~"

"Do you know how much I struggled while ordering?! You need to have some limits—what kind of crazy person adds pineapple topping three times to a pineapple pizza?!"

"That would be me, right here!"

We spent the time until the pizza arrived having a deep discussion about pineapple pizza.

"You crazy Hawaiian bastard!"

Let me correct myself.
It wasn't exactly a deep discussion.

* * *

Despite the minor incident over the pineapple topping, we enjoyed the delivered pizza. Hyun ate the original pizza with no extra toppings, while I devoured the pineapple-pineapple pizza all by myself.

"Isn't it too sweet?"

"It's delicious because it's sweet."

"You're insane..."

Seeing how we both finished our pizzas without leaving a single slice, I thought we could order the same thing next time. Of course, since Hyun disliked it, I wouldn't actually order it again—but if I ever eat pizza alone, I'll definitely get it this way.

As I was secretly making this resolution and washing down the sweetness with water, Hyun, who had been gulping down black coffee as dark as herbal medicine, pushed a stack of documents toward me. I was startled, thinking it might be another case I didn't know about, but fortunately, it wasn't.

[Expected Questions and Answers]

What was strange was that the top of the document stack said "Expected Questions and Answers." This wasn't a college entrance exam prep book.

"What's this? I've never been on trial before, so I don't know—do trials have expected questions too?"

Is this how important people get acquitted? Seeing my misunderstanding, Hyun quickly corrected me.

"Of course not. In court, it's best to keep your mouth shut since speaking usually works against you."

"Hmm..."

Come to think of it, on the news, defendants usually just sit there without saying anything.

"Besides, what's the point of preparing expected questions? It's not like answering well makes your crimes disappear."

"Ah, right."

My premise was wrong from the start. It would be strange if speaking well reduced your sentence.
So why was he giving me this? Was this for some interview rather than the trial?

"Then what's this for?"

"It's not for the trial—it's prepared for interviews with reporters who'll come to cover the story."

I was right.

"Why would reporters want to interview me?"

Honestly, I couldn't understand. Why would journalists gather for someone like me?
A major social impact...

—Breaking news.

A news broadcast suddenly flashed in my mind, and I quietly lowered my eyes.
Come to think of it, I had appeared in breaking news. So maybe it wasn't strange for reporters to gather.

"Can't I just ignore them and walk away?"

That's what people seem to do on the news. Couldn't I just ignore them too?
Wouldn't it be better to avoid engaging rather than worry about saying something unnecessary?

Hyun shook his head at my words. No? Why? Isn't avoiding this kind of thing the best strategy?
As I blinked in confusion, Hyun spoke.

"Avoiding them will only make things more tiresome."

"Why? Isn't it best to avoid troublesome people?"

"It's best to avoid them if you can. But you can't avoid these ones."

Can't avoid them...
I swallowed nervously at those slightly chilling words.

"What do you mean I can't avoid them?"

"Well... exactly what I said."

"If you mean exactly what you said, are you saying reporters will chase after me?"

"They'll do everything they can within the bounds of the law."

Hyun smiled bitterly and shook his head, undisguised fatigue showing on his face.
I don't know what happened in those ten years I missed, but judging by that expression, he seemed like someone who had been through a lot.

*If Hyun reacts this strongly, I definitely won't be able to handle it...*

What could have happened to make someone as tough as him make that expression?
As I grew anxious, Hyun smirked.

"Why are you so scared?"

"Of course I'm scared. From what you said, and from what I've seen watching news with my dad..."

Even though I'd accepted his advice to simplify things, this was something I couldn't help worrying about. I'd seen too much.
I'd seen people rushing in with microphones and camera flashes, watching subjects grow more haggard with each flash.

Of course, I don't think I'll face exactly the same situation. Hyun is with me, and I haven't done anything that wrong.
I believe Hyun will protect me if anything happens, but anxiety is still anxiety.

"What I mentioned were the reporters from the old days. Today's reporters aren't as aggressive as they used to be."

"So things are different now?"

"A bit different. You know what period I was active in."

The period Hyun was referring to wasn't the present, of course.
He meant that chaotic time when Gates opened, the government collapsed, and law and morality disappeared.

"Were there even reporters back then?"

"There were. No matter how chaotic the times, people still lived their lives."

Hyun gazed into the distance with hazy eyes, then sighed deeply and leaned back in his chair.
I could see many indescribable emotions crossing his face.

What could have happened to make him look like that?
As I was wondering this, Hyun closed his eyes briefly and returned to his usual smiling face.

"Well, that's all in the past now. What's important now isn't old stories but your trial."

"Right."

I sighed deeply, and Hyun lightly hit my shoulder.

"Don't worry too much. It'll be fine."

"I hope so... but that's easier said than done..."

It should be fine with Hyun beside me.
How nice it would be if I could think that simply.

But that was impossible. Of course, I could have the thought, but no one can truly start thinking simply the moment they're told to "be simple."
If I were that adaptable, I would have woken up in the hospital thinking, "Wow! Dragon hands! So cool! I'm a dragon now! Call me Yong-Yong from now on!"

*That's not being simple—that's being a bit dim.*

Well, in terms of emptying your mind, I guess it's similar.
I sighed deeply and rested my chin on the back of my hand, and Hyun looked at me and said:

"If things get too difficult, I'll figure something out."

I blinked at his casual smile and matter-of-fact tone.

"...What?"

Honestly...
That simple statement made me feel a little better.

Ch.58 - Important Matter (1)
"Hey... Don't you have anything else besides this?"

"No."

Rustle, swish—the sound of skin brushing against fabric.
I flinched every time Choi Hyun's hands, covered in scars and calluses, touched my body.

It's not that I particularly mind being touched... but considering where he's touching, I can't help but tremble.
Of course, there's no lewd intention behind it. It's just that no matter what, his hands have to touch me, so I'm enduring it.

Otherwise, I would've slapped him with my wings long ago.
No, I would've called the police first.

...Would they even come?
Maybe not, since he's an S-Class Hero.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to think of anything else while deliberately ignoring the rough sensation of his palms brushing against the outside of both my thighs.
When it became unbearable, I opened my mouth again.

"...Is there really no other way?"

"How could there be? You know that. You saw it right next to me."

"Shit..."

At Hyun's firm response, I covered my face with both hands and let out a deep sigh. How did things end up like this?
Well... it can't be helped, but still, this is too much....

"Are you still not done?"

"Just one more left. Relax your waist, your wings are spreading."

Like I'm tensing up on purpose... My muscles tighten involuntarily whenever his fingertips touch me, so what am I supposed to do?
I swallowed the words I couldn't say to Hyun and just waited for this moment to end.

"Raise your hands above your head."

"..."

"There. It suits you well."

It suits me well?

"Don't say such crazy shit, you bastard..."

I glared at Hyun for spouting nonsense, but when I realized his expression showed he genuinely thought it suited me, I kicked him in the shin.
I controlled my strength—if I'd kicked with full force, his leg might have bent backward—but I still put enough power into it to hurt.

"Kuhup!?"

"You bastard... This isn't something to joke about..."

After watching Hyun trembling while clutching his shin, I sighed deeply and turned toward the mirror.
At the same time, I immediately squeezed my eyes shut at the sight of the fluttering dress hem, swaying like a curtain in the breeze.

I haven't lived that long, but in my 18 years, I've experienced many things. Painful memories, sad memories, and... embarrassing moments that make me want to die whenever I recall them.

I still can't forget that memory...
That incident was quite famous among my friends—the subway AV incident where I played an audio file my friend sent me, and suddenly a female porn actress's moans blasted loudly.

And what that idiot who dared to send porn through messages said afterward was truly ridiculous.

[Wasn't that awesome?]

Yeah, it was fucking awesome. Thanks to you, I almost got some awesome handcuffs.
He was such an unbelievable bastard. I can't describe how embarrassed I was. If I hadn't desperately smashed my phone, I would've definitely jumped out of the subway doors.

It's still amazing how I managed to break that sturdy phone in half.
That's when I realized the saying about people exhibiting superhuman strength in life-threatening situations is true.

I also learned that normally calm people are terrifying when they get angry.
I never imagined my mother's smiling face could look so frightening when she was angry. Seriously.

Anyway, even after experiencing such embarrassing moments, I found this current situation extremely difficult to accept.

"Why is this all you have?! Why! Let me wear something else, you son of a bitch!"

How did it come to this? Unable to accept reality, I covered my face with both hands and wailed loudly.

"That's all that fits your body, damn it! If you want to wear a shirt that fits, we'd have to stretch or tear the neck and sleeve parts. Would you rather go to court in dolphin pants and a loose shirt?! You'll get additional punishment for contempt of court, idiot!"

Damn it, I know that...!
I bit my lip slightly and trembled.

After calming myself down several times with my eyes closed, I slowly removed my hands and looked at the full-length mirror in front of me.
There stood a blonde girl with horns, wings, and monster hands, wearing a colorless dress without any decorations or patterns.

And that's me.

"Why women's clothes of all things!!"

And a dress at that! Why a dress, damn it!
And why does it have to suit me well!!

"Would it have killed you to tell me beforehand?!"

"If I had told you, you wouldn't have worn it, right?"

"Well, that's true, but...!"

I bowed my head, unable to look up due to the self-loathing and embarrassment that made the subway moaning incident seem trivial in comparison.
Blinded by the self-disgust of wearing women's clothes, I didn't notice the mirror right in front of me and almost shattered it with my horns, but Hyun grabbed my horns faster than they could hit the mirror.

With a jolt, I felt my brain rock back and forth violently, followed by a tingling sensation that dropped like a guillotine blade from the back of my head down to my tailbone.
The violent sensation made my toes curl involuntarily. Fortunately, having experienced this once before, I didn't make any strange noises like "ogok" this time.

"You almost broke the mirror! What if you got hurt!"

"I get it...! Just let go and we can talk...!"

I shook off Hyun with my wings and pressed my wrists against my head. Like tamping down soil around a newly planted tree, I pressed around my horns.
Of course, that didn't eliminate the mysterious sensation originating from inside my head.

"Are you okay?"

"No, I'm not. Next time you grab my horns, I'll bite your entire hand off."

I growled, baring my sharp teeth. Like a beast.
It wasn't a conscious action but an instinctive one. Realizing this gave me a strange feeling.

Normally, I would say I'd kick someone or get back at them, but why did I say I'd bite them?
Even though I was the one who said it, I didn't understand, so I blinked in confusion.

"I won't grab them unless you're in danger."

I frowned at his words, covered my horns with my hands, and glared at him in warning.
This was another reflexive action.

"Just don't grab them when I tell you not to."

"Okay, okay."

Only after seeing Hyun nod did I sigh deeply and lower my hands.
While Hyun looked at some documents, I touched my horns with my own hands to check the sensation.

Strangely, when I grabbed my own horns, I didn't feel anything special.

"Hey, let's get going."

"Huh? Oh, yeah."

...Maybe it's because there's no shock from grabbing or shaking them.
Thinking that must be it, I went to the entrance to put on my shoes.

"Here, shoes."

"Ah, thank you."

My eyes met Hyun's as he knelt on one knee in front of the door, apparently intending to help me put on my shoes.
I could have just crammed my feet into the shoes myself, but there was no need to refuse his kindness, so I extended my foot.

"Wait a moment."

With my foot on his knee, Hyun took out a new pair of shoes from the shoe cabinet beside him.
I thought I'd be wearing the shoes Grandmother bought, but this is unexpected.

Well... it is an important occasion, so new shoes are better than worn ones. Especially since those old shoes got torn up a lot after that incident at the hospital.
Thinking this, I looked down and saw the shoes Hyun had taken out.

They were colorless, but anyone could tell they were children's shoes. These too.

"Hey, why children's shoes?"

"These are the only shoes that fit your feet. Can't be helped."

The skirt, fine. I can accept the dress. Clothes really can't be helped.
But not shoes. I could wear different shoes.

"It's better than looking strange by wearing something that doesn't match."

It was such an irrefutable "correct statement" that I couldn't argue.

"...Do I really have to dress like this?"

"You do. I told you. You're a person of interest."

Though I'd heard this before, it was still hard to understand.
Since it was Hyun saying it, it probably wasn't an excuse, but I didn't see the connection.

"What does that have to do with these clothes?"

"Appearances. If you were just attending the trial, we might have changed your clothes, but reporters will be there too. So we need to care about your image."

"If you're trying to gain sympathy, wouldn't it be best to wear ragged clothes?"

Hyun shook his head at my words.

"Being too extreme isn't good either. And in a situation where I'm responsible for your isolation, what would people think if I brought you to an important place like a trial wearing ragged clothes?"

"Ah..."

That's definitely true.
I nodded slowly and quietly put on the shoes before going outside.

"Ugh, it's bright."

I shielded my eyes from the sunlight and looked around.
Nothing had particularly changed.

Twenty days.
Standing at the entrance that I hadn't set foot in except to see Hyun off during this long yet short period, I didn't feel... particularly nostalgic.

Well, maybe after a year or two I might feel nostalgic, but not now.
Still, I didn't feel bad. It had been quite a while since I'd gone outside.

*If only the reason for going out after 20 days wasn't a trial...*

A bitter taste filled my mouth. I clicked my tongue and followed Hyun.
Wednesday, the third week of April.

The day of my trial.

Ch.59 - Important Matter (2)
On the road to the courthouse.
Sitting in the back seat of the car, I stared blankly ahead while hugging my tuna plushie tightly against the backrest.

I'd brought the plushie from home, making a special trip back to get it before we left.

*It'll be okay. Yes, it'll be okay. Hyun said so too...*

Even though I tried my best not to worry, anxiety kept gnawing at me, making me fidget constantly. Hyun had noticed and turned the car around so I could grab the plushie.

At first, I wondered how much difference a stuffed toy could make... but surprisingly, holding it against my chest was actually comforting.

"Phew..."

I rested my chin on the tuna plushie's head and slowly blinked.

*A trial...*

It was incredibly nerve-wracking to experience something I'd never gone through before in my life. The very concept of a "trial" entering my life was something I'd never even considered, which made it all the more disorienting.

This wasn't just me—most ordinary people would feel the same way. I mean, who actually thinks, "I should definitely experience a trial at least once in my life!"?

Anyone who thought that way would have to be some reincarnated soul on their second or third life playthrough, collecting achievements. That's how absurd the idea was.

"..."

I swallowed a sigh that was about to escape and squeezed the plushie tighter in my arms. The soft stuffed toy soothed my anxious heart somewhat, but it couldn't eliminate the anxiety completely.

Even though Hyun himself had assured me everything would be fine, my anxiety wouldn't disappear—certainly not just because of a plushie. I thought maybe taking a nap would help, but no matter how I positioned myself in the car, it was too uncomfortable, so I gave up.

"Are you very anxious?"

I caught Hyun's eyes in the rearview mirror and quietly hugged my plushie.

"...Oh, was I bothering you? Sorry."

"Don't be. What's there to be sorry about? Being anxious is natural."

Hyun spoke in such a calm voice. What's with him? Is he just being casual because it's not his problem? His voice was so composed that I couldn't help but blink in surprise.

"You seem really calm."

When I said this with a sullen expression, Hyun shrugged.

"You're already anxious enough. Would it help if I was also fidgeting nervously?"

I could only nod at that.
Like how happiness doubles when shared and sorrow halves, anxiety spreads just by showing it...

Was Hyun actually anxious too but hiding it for my sake? Adults really are adults. Or maybe it's because he's a Hero.

I felt both grateful and sorry that he wasn't showing his feelings on the outside.

"...Thanks."

But feeling a bit shy about expressing my gratitude, I whispered it quietly enough that Hyun wouldn't hear.

"For what?"

"Nothing."

I said, resting my chin on the plushie again.

"No, what are you thanking me for?"

"..."

Shit, he didn't mishear—he heard everything.
Feeling heat rising to my face, I pretended to hug the plushie while actually hiding my face.

There was no point pretending I didn't say anything now. I'd just be misunderstood and teased. Maybe if it were Ha-Young noona or someone else, but this guy? One hundred percent guaranteed.

Squeezing my eyes shut while hugging the plushie, I shouted:

"...I said thanks for pretending to be okay when you must be anxious too, you jerk!"

"I'm not pretending to be okay. I really am okay."

"You asshole!"

He really has zero tact!
Is he just being honest or completely tactless!?

My face was burning so hot I could feel it. I frowned and pressed the button with my foot to open the window. Even though it was spring, the temperature wasn't that high yet, so opening the window was enough to cool me down.

"Look, when you work as a Hero, the courthouse is the place you visit most often after crime scenes. Would you be nervous in my position?"

He had a point, but that just made me angrier.
But getting angry about it would make me seem petty, so I just trembled with frustration and kept my mouth shut.

"What? Are you sulking?"

"Do I look like a child!? Who's sulking, you jerk!"

"You are a child."

Why does he keep saying things that are true...!
Finally unable to hold back, I complained loudly, and Hyun just laughed it off.

Thanks to—or because of—him, I was able to forget about my tension and anxiety. Anyway, while we were noisily chatting, we arrived at the courthouse.

"We're here."

"Already?"

At Hyun's words, I looked out the window and saw the large courthouse building I'd only seen on the news before. It was an unforgettable, impressive building, and with the word "Court" emblazoned right in the middle of the entrance, it was impossible to miss.

"See? Nothing passes time better than chatting."

Hyun said as he turned the car toward the parking lot. On the way to the parking lot, I caught a glimpse of the courthouse entrance where a considerable number of people had already gathered.

Wondering just how many people were there, I poked my head out the window slightly to get a better look. It wasn't nearly as many as the overwhelming number of reporters I'd seen on TV, but it was still a significant crowd.

There had to be at least thirty to forty people, at minimum.
As I blinked, looking at the crowd of reporters, I made eye contact with someone holding a large camera that practically screamed "I'm a reporter."

The reporter's eyes widened in surprise, and they immediately raised their camera, so I quickly pulled my head back in and sat down.

"There are so many people... Are they all reporters...?"

At my words, Hyun glanced toward the entrance, sighed deeply, and nodded.

"Yep. They're all reporters."

Hyun's expression in the rearview mirror looked quite disgruntled.
I wondered why he'd make such a face when he must have seen plenty of reporters before.

"Why that expression? Are you nervous too?"

Trying to ease my tension that had risen again at the sight of the reporters, I teased him. Hyun shook his head and smirked.

"Come on, I've done press conferences before. You think that small number would make me blink?"

"For someone saying that, you looked pretty disgruntled."

"I thought maybe half that many would show up at most, but it seems more came than I expected."

Shaking his head, Hyun parked the car and got out first to open the back door for me. I blinked, wondering if it was okay to park in the middle of the road where cars pass.

"Is it okay to park like this?"

"I just stopped briefly so you could get out first. The only spot is over there, and if I park there, you'll scratch all the other cars trying to get out."

Looking where Hyun was pointing, I saw a space just big enough for one car between what looked like two buses. The two vehicles had familiar broadcasting company logos on them, making it clear they were broadcasting vans.

One thing was certain—if we parked between them, I'd definitely scratch them with my fingernails trying to get out.

"Then I'll get out first."

After getting out of the car, I stepped back and stretched, feeling liberated. I fluttered my wings slightly and let my arms hang loose.

"Let's go."

"Huh? Did you already park the car? That was fast."

"I've been driving for almost ten years. Parking is just a matter of pulling in smoothly and that's it."

Seeing him grinning proudly was annoying, so I shook my head and started walking ahead. Hyun quickly followed and stood beside me, adjusting his clothes once more before speaking.

"Hey, did you memorize all the expected questions and answers I gave you last time?"

"I did memorize them... but I'm so nervous I can't remember any of it."

I had definitely spent the entire weekend through Tuesday—four whole days—memorizing everything without a break, but now I couldn't remember a thing. A few things did come to mind, but I wasn't even sure if they were correct.

"Just say what you remember. This isn't an exam or interview, so think three or four times before answering."

"Okay..."

As we got closer to the courthouse entrance, the murmuring grew louder, and my anxiety and tension grew with it. I wasn't sure if I was being too sensitive, but my hands and wings twitched nervously with each increase in the volume of voices.

I was short of breath even though I hadn't been running. My heart was pounding so hard I worried I might faint from hyperventilation.

I kept swallowing dryly while trying to steady my breathing, then squeezed my eyes shut before opening them again.
...This is hard. I feel like I'm about to collapse even though I haven't done anything.

"Is it very difficult?"

"A bit... it's a bit tough."

I didn't even have the energy to joke anymore. Everything had been fine in the car, but as soon as we got out and I sensed the presence of people, all that composure vanished as if it had been a lie.

No, it actually hit me even harder than before. I tried to pull myself together several times, but it was so difficult to endure that I stopped walking for a moment.

"Hey... can I go back to the car and get my plushie?"

I tapped Hyun's hand with the back of mine as I spoke. He looked at me with a surprised expression, blinking. Realizing what I'd just said, I covered my face with one hand and took a deep breath.

"...Sorry. Never mind."

What am I thinking...
As I clenched and unclenched my trembling hands, Hyun knelt on one knee to meet my eyes.

"If it's really too hard, you can submit a written excuse and not attend. I'll take care of everything."

Grateful for his concern as he looked at me with a serious expression, I forced a smile and lightly hit the back of his hand.

"How could I just leave everything to you and walk away? I have to do this."

I want to run away.
I just want to throw everything aside and roll around in Hyun's house.

Though such thoughts tempted me, I gritted my teeth, endured, and continued walking after my brief pause.

Ch.60 - Reporters (1)
In front of the Seoul Central District Court's main entrance, a considerable number of reporters had gathered despite the case not involving any politicians or celebrities. The count was a staggering 42 people. Even including camera operators and sound technicians, it was quite a large gathering of journalists.

While this number paled in comparison to the easily 100+ reporters who would gather for cases involving politicians or celebrities, it was still remarkable that so many had assembled for a single incident.

In truth, it wasn't such a major incident. A monster had appeared, and another monster had dispatched it with surprising ease. The reporters had gathered due to the unique nature and impact of the incident.

First, the monster had appeared in a hospital, and second, the creature that killed the beast-type monster—which stood two stories tall—was a monster that looked like a "small child."

Monsters killing other monsters wasn't unusual. During the Singularity Incident, monsters fighting each other was commonplace. However, the fact that a child-like monster had killed a beast-type monster was enough to capture journalists' attention.

Of course... if the footage hadn't been broadcast as breaking news that day, it might have been dismissed as a minor incident, but such speculation was meaningless now. While Yu Sia might not have known it, the footage had spread widely during her isolation at Choi Hyun's house, attracting not just reporters but public attention as well.

"Just how strong is it? What happens when that monster grows up? What kind of monster was it based on?"

Curiosity born from fear and dread. The survival instinct that knowledge is power, combined with the belief that it would be fine since the creature was still a child and accompanied by an S-Class Hero—these factors, along with public interest, had brought the reporters here.

Among them was Han Yu-ri, the rookie reporter from K Broadcasting who had uploaded the breaking news footage when Yu Sia escaped from the hospital.

After standing guard for several hours, Yu-ri was massaging her aching legs when she sighed deeply and complained to her older brother Han Hyung-jin, who was standing right beside her as the camera operator.

"Oppa... my feet hurt so much..."

"I told you to call me 'Senior' when we're outside, not Oppa."

Her pitiful expression was enough to evoke sympathy, but it didn't work on Hyung-jin, who had been hardened by society. He wasn't the type to indulge his sister's whining anyway.

"I told you to wear comfortable shoes with low heels. This is your karma."

Seeing Hyung-jin looking around without showing any concern or interest, Yu-ri gave him a sullen look before sighing deeply and squatting down.

"Senior, can't I just take off my heels for a moment?"

"And what if the little monster suddenly appears? You'll run away barefoot?"

It was a fair point, but feeling annoyed, Yu-ri muttered in a voice just quiet enough that Hyung-jin couldn't hear.

"Such a jerk... no wonder you don't have a girlfriend..."

"What did you say?"

"Nothing at all~"

As Yu-ri feigned innocence, Hyung-jin let out a deep sigh and started walking toward the parking lot.

"Senior, where are you going?"

"Just going to the car to get a memory card."

"What? Don't tell me you didn't bring a spare?"

"I forgot."

Seeing Hyung-jin's nonchalant response, Yu-ri pushed him on the back.

"What if the little monster comes while you're gone? Hurry up!"

"Don't worry. I'll be back before the little monster arrives. Stop pushing!"

Reassured by his confident words, Yu-ri nodded without further argument. Hyung-jin sighed deeply and headed to the parking lot, leaving Yu-ri behind as she resumed massaging her legs.

The parking lot where the broadcast van was parked wasn't far from the court entrance where they had been waiting, so he arrived quickly. With a click, Hyung-jin opened the car door and took out a folding chair from inside.

He hadn't actually brought a memory card. There was no need to. The interview wouldn't be long enough to require a spare, and it was just a simple coverage job.

"Sigh... at my level, and I'm still doing grunt work for others."

Shaking his head as he carried the chair back, Hyung-jin noticed a vehicle entering the parking lot and blinked in surprise. The first things he noticed were the model and license plate.

"An S company Aron 5... 01ga 1617...?"

Hyung-jin didn't check the model and number because he was particularly interested in cars. He was the type who believed cars just needed to run, nothing more, so his interest wasn't due to any fondness for vehicles.

It was simply because that particular model and number were etched in his memory. It was a number he couldn't—and shouldn't—forget. As a reporter, one should always remember the vehicles and license plates of individuals who consistently generate big scoops.

"That's S-Class Hero Choi Hyun's car...!"

And this was precisely such a vehicle. Forgetting about the chair he was holding, Hyung-jin watched as the rear window of the car rolled down and something golden popped out.

It didn't take long to realize that it was the child they had jokingly called the "little monster." The horns were clearly visible, making it impossible not to recognize her.

She looked like a third-grader at most, maybe fourth if he was being generous. As a father himself, Hyung-jin could make a rough estimate.

"She's younger than I thought...?"

His surprise at the fact that such a young child had toyed with a monster was short-lived. Soon he frowned, thinking of his own daughter at home, as he realized that dozens of reporters would soon be thrusting cameras and microphones at this child.

"..."

But contrary to his thoughts, his body—conditioned by decades as a reporter—carelessly dropped the chair and automatically raised his camera. At that moment, his eyes met with Yu Sia's, who was in the car. Seeing her wide-eyed, startled expression, Hyung-jin couldn't bring himself to press the button.

"Haah..."

Scratching his head irritably, Hyung-jin sighed deeply and returned to the court entrance. Yu-ri, who had taken off her shoes in Hyung-jin's absence, was startled by his return and hurriedly crammed her feet back into her shoes, jumping to her feet.

"Oppa, you're back?"

"I told you to call me Senior. And why did you forget to speak formally again?"

Seeing her insufferable blood relative starting an argument as soon as he returned, Yu-ri's eye twitched as she gritted her teeth and replied.

"...Welcome back, Senior sir?"

Seeing his sister grinding her teeth, Hyung-jin silently handed her the chair.

"Yeah, I'm back. Grabbed this while I was at the car. Sit down."

"Wow! A chair! Op—I mean, Senior, thank you!"

After casually handing over the chair, Hyung-jin fidgeted with his camera, his expression complicated. Yu-ri, who had been delighted to receive the chair, blinked at his expression.

"He was perfectly fine until just now. Why is he suddenly acting like this?"

Though they were always bickering, family was still family. Noticing the significant change in his demeanor, Yu-ri adjusted her shoes and patted Hyung-jin on the shoulder.

"Oppa, did something happen?"

"Huh? No..."

Haah... Sighing deeply as if the ground might cave in, Hyung-jin scratched his head and took out his phone from his pocket.

"Hey, should we drop this coverage today?"

"Why so suddenly? Did something bad happen? Is Hye-min sick?"

At Yu-ri's concern, Hyung-jin stared at his phone's wallpaper showing his daughter for a moment, then sighed deeply again, closing his eyes and tilting his head back.

"That... kid, you know."

"Kid? You mean that little monster?"

"...Just call her a kid. Anyway, that kid. She's much smaller than I thought."

"Much smaller...?"

After trailing off briefly, Yu-ri realized what Hyung-jin really meant and her eyes widened.

"You saw her!? Where!? Is she here already!? What do you mean she's smaller?"

Her strong reaction caused nearby reporters to start murmuring, and Hyung-jin, who had been staring blankly at the sky, scratched his head and shook it.

"I saw her. And when I did, I realized. She's not just monster in the form of a child—she's an actual child. Wearing a dress, clutching a doll tightly, looking around curiously... she acts exactly like my daughter."

"...Oppa."

"Haah... I don't know. I understand that as a reporter, you need to be ruthless to make a living, but... I wonder if it's right to shove cameras in the face of a child who's already traumatized..."

Hyung-jin was typically a man of few words. The fact that he was talking non-stop like this reflected his troubled state of mind.

Yu-ri knew this well, so she couldn't offer much in response. Knowing that anything she said would be similar, she thought for a long time before carefully speaking.

"...We still have to do it. What else can we do? It's our job."

"Haah..."

Without answering, Hyung-jin sighed, standing still with his eyes closed for a while before putting his phone back in his pocket.

"...Yeah, we have to."

Even if it's unpleasant and dirty, we have to do it. To feed our families, we have to do these things too. That's what being an adult means.

Thinking this wasn't something worth rambling about, Hyung-jin swallowed the rest of his words and picked up his camera. He had decided to stand as a reporter, not as a father.

The murmuring among the gathered reporters grew louder. It was a signal that the blonde child—no, the little monster—had arrived.

Ch.61 - Reporters (2)
They've arrived.

I don't know who said it first, but that single word without subject or predicate instantly changed the atmosphere.

The camera crew who had been chattering among themselves raised their cameras, and reporters gripped their microphones tightly, waiting for their target to appear. The journalists gathered here had the same fierce energy as a racehorse at the starting gate waiting for the doors to open.

When they noticed people approaching from the direction of the parking lot, reporters rushed over in a swarm. Standing before them was S-Class Hero Choi Hyun with Yu Sia half-hidden behind him.

None of the journalists were rookies who wouldn't recognize an S-Class Hero, so they immediately realized that the child hiding behind him was the little monster they were looking for. Not that hiding made much difference—her wings were too large for even Choi Hyun's bulk to conceal.

Add to that her large horns, scaly hands, and brilliant golden hair gleaming in the sunlight, and it would have been stranger not to notice her. Yu Sia, sensing their stares, flinched and carefully revealed herself from behind Choi Hyun.

And the reporters who saw Yu Sia for the first time all had the same thought.

*A child...?*

The journalists had watched the footage from Seongmo Hospital multiple times and knew that Yu Sia was quite small. But they had assumed she was just a petite adult... a monster with a child-like appearance.

That was because the only information released was that single video. The hospital hadn't provided any additional details, and the available footage was blurry, showing only a silhouette.

So the reporters couldn't help but be surprised when they saw Yu Sia in person. Instead of a monster with a child-like appearance, an actual child was walking toward them.

Her chubby face still had baby fat, and except for her hands, horns, and wings, she had thin limbs that looked fragile to anyone. With her dress and the stuffed animal she clutched to her chest, she looked like nothing but a child to reporters who didn't know her true identity.

*Pointing microphones at a child won't get us anywhere.*

The hardened journalists who cared only about results made this judgment and turned their cameras away.

*How could such a child...*

The more inexperienced reporters felt their hearts soften at the sight of the trembling Yu Sia and lowered their microphones.

Though their reasoning differed, in the end, all the microphones and cameras turned away from Yu Sia and toward Choi Hyun.

"Mr. Choi, is this child really Yu Sia who went berserk at Seongmo Hospital?"

"Yes, she is."

"There are rumors that Yu Sia wasn't subduing the beast-type monster but was playing with it before killing it. Is that true?"

"That's not true."

"Have you considered how a child who has become a monster might grow, and what kind of impact that growth might have?"

"That's currently under investigation, so I can't answer that question."

Though the target had changed, the content of the questions hadn't, and some rather provocative questions emerged. For Choi Hyun, who had experience with press conferences, lectures, and speeches, this was nothing. But the real problem wasn't Choi Hyun—it was Yu Sia.

Choi Hyun glanced at Yu Sia. Though she had pretended to be strong in the car, saying she could handle this, now she was trembling so badly it was painful to watch.

*She could just say if it's too difficult.*

Though she was still trying to keep up appearances by looking forward, Yu Sia was overwhelmed by the barrage of questions and could only tremble without saying a word, even though the questions weren't directed at her.

Seeing this, Choi Hyun naturally stepped forward and answered the reporters' questions.

"First of all, what happened at Seongmo Hospital wasn't the result of her going berserk."

After throwing out an answer that he knew the reporters would immediately pounce on, Choi Hyun hid the trembling Yu Sia behind him. And as he expected, the reporters immediately took the bait.

"You just said what happened at Seongmo Hospital wasn't her going berserk. Does that mean what happened was done intentionally by Yu Sia?"

"After reviewing the CCTV footage from Seongmo Hospital, we confirmed that the beast-type monster had completely lost its mind from the moment it appeared and attacked Yu Sia first. Yu Sia wasn't playing with the monster—she was simply using her power to protect herself."

This was information Choi Hyun had personally confirmed by searching through the hospital's database. It had taken some time to secure the footage due to the beast-type monster's appearance and the bomb attack, but he had managed.

"Are you saying the footage shown in the breaking news wasn't the complete story?"

"Yes. That video was maliciously edited and differs significantly from what actually happened."

"Can we see the CCTV footage you've secured?"

"After the trial concludes, we'll upload the footage today. Please check the Hero Association for the video."

The reporters nodded and stepped back at Choi Hyun's definitive answer. But it wasn't completely over yet.

"Even if it was self-defense, many say her methods were excessive. Are there any issues with Yu Sia's sociability or morality?"

"Through psychological evaluation at the Association, we've concluded that there are no issues with her sociability or morality, and that she can participate in social activities without problems."

"Based on the breaking news footage, it seems the damage she could cause if she went berserk would be extensive. How does the Hero Association plan to address this?"

"We'll decide and announce our plans after the trial results are in."

With that question, the reporters' inquiries stopped. There was a brief lull.

Most reporters judged that this was enough for now and lowered their microphones, but some raised them again, hoping to extract a more sensational story.

"Even so, the scene of Yu Sia mercilessly killing the monster seems problematic. Do you really think she can participate in social activities without issues?"

"Some online communities are concerned that the child will become a greater danger as she grows. There are opinions that she should be completely isolated from society or disposed of. What does the Hero Association plan to do?"

The reporter threw out a highly sensitive question despite the subject being right in front of them. Isolation, disposal—just hearing these words was uncomfortable. Choi Hyun's eye twitched for the first time, and Yu Sia, standing right beside him, clutched her stuffed animal tightly.

"That's..."

Just as Choi Hyun was about to answer the final question, unable to remain silent any longer, Yu Sia, who had been trembling beside him, spoke for the first time.

"...I didn't kill it without reason."

Her voice was quite young, but that made it all the more clear. Choi Hyun, who hadn't expected her to speak up here, looked down at her in surprise, and the reporter who had asked the question immediately thrust the microphone toward her.

"If you didn't kill it without reason, are you saying there was a justifiable reason?"

Yu Sia flinched at the suddenly extended microphone.

After biting her lip and hesitating briefly, she spoke.

"There were people in the direction the monster was charging. If I... hadn't killed it, those two people would have died."

"Is this true?"

"Yes, it's true."

The microphone turned back to Choi Hyun, who nodded. The scene was indeed captured in the actual CCTV footage.

Seemingly satisfied with the answer, the reporter nodded and stepped back, and Choi Hyun looked directly at the reporter who had asked the question and continued.

"As for the answer about complete isolation and disposal, the Hero Association will maintain its existing position."

This essentially meant they wouldn't interfere unless she caused major problems. Though it was an irresponsible statement, it wouldn't be problematic if the verdict in this trial was not guilty.

"Does that answer your question?"

"Ah, yes."

"Then, if you'll excuse us."

Just as Choi Hyun was about to enter the courthouse with Yu Sia, a reporter who had been quietly holding a microphone without saying anything extended it and asked a question.

"Horns, wings, hands... Yu Sia's appearance is quite unusual. What monster served as her base?"

At those words, Yu Sia froze, and Choi Hyun looked at the reporter. The reporter, with pale green hair tied back, tilted her head slightly and smiled at Choi Hyun's gaze.

"...She's registered as a monster, so please check that information."

With that, Choi Hyun took Yu Sia and entered the courthouse. As the two disappeared, the reporters naturally began to disperse, leaving only the reporter who had asked the last question in front of the courthouse.

"He's such a bad liar~"

Is it because he's a Hero?
The lone reporter chuckled as she watched the entrance where Choi Hyun and Yu Sia had gone, then took out her phone and made a call.

"Boss! Everything's ready on this end~"

[We're almost ready on our end too, so just prepare the terminal. Thank you for handling the rest.]

"Yes~"

The reporter—no, Yu Ji-Ah, a mid-level executive of Harmageddon—hung up the phone and slowly walked away.

Ch.62 - Trial (1)
I clearly found myself in the courthouse, even though just moments ago I was surrounded by reporters at the entrance.
...I wasn't actually unconscious, just completely overwhelmed.

With dozens of people crowding around me, shoving microphones in my face and flashing cameras until my eyes hurt, I thought I was going to lose my mind.
If Hyun hadn't been there, I would've either fled or lost my composure and started babbling nonsense.

One wrong word and I would've fallen into the abyss.

*Thank goodness Hyun is here...*

I mean that literally, nothing more. Without Hyun, I would've been trembling alone in that situation.

Actually, without Hyun, I wouldn't even be here at all.
I'd probably be in Harmageddon's hands, being transformed into a real monster.

Like that huge beast I saw at the hospital, I would've been writhing in agony somewhere until heroes subdued and killed me.

—It hurts... Stop it...

My hands started trembling just from the memory. But maybe I've improved from living with Hyun, because after stopping to catch my breath, the trembling quickly subsided.
Hyun, who had been walking beside me, noticed immediately when I stopped and turned to look at me.

"Are you okay?"

"...I'm fine. Just, my body's shaking a bit."

I showed him my trembling hands and smiled bitterly. Hyun looked at my hands and silently patted my back.
Not in an annoying way, but like an adult who doesn't know how to comfort a child.

"What are you doing?"

"Nothing, just trying to help you relax."

That made me snort indignantly.

"You think I'm always tense or something?"

"Is that why you were perfectly fine trembling in front of reporters while clutching your plushie?"

...That bastard.
How dare he use facts against me? Fight fair with propaganda and fabrication.

Oh, but then journalists would always win.
After his comment ruined my efforts to forget, I sighed and said:

"Shut up, asshole... It's embarrassing..."

"For someone saying that, your body's being pretty honest."

Hyun grinned and looked down at the plushie I was holding.

"What the hell. Should I just throw it on the floor and leave it?"

"You could've left it in the car."

Attacking with facts again.
I pressed my lips together, having nothing to say, and Hyun chuckled as he stroked my plushie.

"Well, taking a comfort toy from a child would be cruel."

"Don't treat me like a kid."

I glared at him with half-closed eyes, and Hyun just shrugged.
He didn't say anything, but his expression clearly said, "Don't act like a child if you don't want to be treated like one."

*He's right, but...*

Technically I am a child, but that's beside the point—it didn't feel good.
It's not pleasant being treated like a kid by your childhood friend.

There's a reason defamation by truth exists.
I glared at Hyun's shins, which were just a leg stretch away, then sighed deeply.

Right... He's just trying to encourage me because he's worried, so I shouldn't respond with violence.
As I took a deep breath to compose myself, Hyun delivered another blow.

"You are a kid, though."

Well, that changes things.
I smiled sweetly at Hyun for deliberately provoking me and giving me justification, then delivered a low kick to the back of his knee.

"Ugh!?"

"Don't pretend it hurts. I know it doesn't."

I barely put any strength into it...
Sure enough, after brushing off the back of his knee, Hyun straightened up and vigorously ruffled my hair.

"Kid, if it weren't for me, your leg would've broken, you punk."

"No, damn it! My hair! Don't touch it!"

I shook my head wildly trying to push his hand away, but somehow he skillfully followed my movements and kept messing up my hair.
As I was considering kicking him again, I noticed a large man with a golden badge on his chest approaching from behind Hyun.

What's this? A gorilla?
As soon as I made eye contact with the intimidating man, I shut my mouth and watched him cautiously, but Hyun, either oblivious or thoughtless, kept ruffling my hair.

Could he really not notice someone coming?
Feeling like I might get in trouble too, I glared at Hyun and mouthed:

*You crazy bastard, someone's coming!*

"What?"

*Behind you! Someone's coming!*

I tried to tell him by moving my lips, but the man approached faster than Hyun could catch on.
Expecting to get kicked out, I squeezed my eyes shut, then heard what I assumed was the man's voice.

"Senior, please keep quiet inside the courthouse."

What?
Did I hear that right? Senior?

I opened my eyes in surprise to see the man looking troubled as he stood in front of Hyun.

Thinking I might be seeing things wrong, I blinked hard, but nothing changed.

"Even if you're Senior Choi Hyun, I'll have to ask you to leave if you make a disturbance in the courthouse."

The man said this while shaking his head, and Hyun looked at him and apologized with an awkward smile.

"Ah, sorry. Our little one here seems really nervous, so I was trying to help them relax."

"...?"

What's happening right now?
This isn't some hidden camera prank... So he's really Hyun's junior?

—Hey, isn't this fucking ridiculous?

I couldn't believe that this normal-looking person could be this idiot's junior, so I kept looking back and forth between them until the man looked at me.
He really did look like a gorilla. He resembled one so much that the thought came to me unconsciously.

"Senior, is this the..."

"Yeah, that's right. The kid from Seongmo Hospital. Name's Yu Sia."

Hyun said this while trying to put his hand on top of my head again, but I immediately pulled my head back to avoid his hand and frowned at him.
Chuckling for some reason, Hyun lowered his hand and said:

"As you can see, quite a prickly kid."

"Yes, I can see that."

"Oh, and this is Gorilla. He used to be an A-Class Hero, but now he's retired and works as the team leader of the courthouse security management team, my junior."

He did look a lot like a gorilla, but I never thought that would actually be his name.
I blinked at the man, who sighed deeply and shook his head.

"Senior, you're making the kid misunderstand."

After saying that, the man knelt on one knee to meet my eye level.

"My name isn't Gorilla, it's Go Il-Nam. That uncle over there was just joking, so please don't misunderstand."

That's basically the same thing though.
I swallowed the words I almost blurted out and nodded.

The man seemed satisfied and nodded as he stood up.

"You're up next, so get ready."

"Are you allowed to tell me that?"

"Well... it doesn't really matter. You're not a third party, you're directly involved. Anyway, I'm going back to my post, so please don't cause any more disturbances."

"Alright, I got it. Go on."

The man nodded lightly and returned to his position, and Hyun gestured for me to follow him.
Walking down the now suffocatingly quiet corridor, unlike before, I finally felt the reality of being in a courthouse.

And the fact that I was going to be on trial here.

"..."

Despite all the lights being on, there was something eerily gloomy about the corridor that made just walking through it mentally draining.
Was that why he had been joking around earlier, trying to help me relax in this atmosphere?

Realizing this belatedly, I sighed deeply, and Hyun patted my shoulder.

"...What."

"Don't be too nervous. I'll take care of everything."

"...Okay."

I should trust him.
Whenever Hyun said he'd take care of things, everything always worked out well.

Should I trust him this time too...?
...Wait. Something's not right.

"Why are you saying you'll take care of everything for a trial? Isn't a lawyer supposed to come and defend me? That's how it works in movies and dramas."

"That's right."

His calm nod made my eye twitch.

"No, not 'that's right.' This is a trial. We're not here for some class mock trial or play, but a real trial. So why are you saying you'll take care of everything?"

"Because I'm your defense attorney."

"What...did you say...?"

Did I hear that wrong? Hyun is my lawyer? For real?
I stared blankly at Hyun with my mouth open, then pointed at him and then back at myself.

"Yes, exactly what you're thinking. I'm your lawyer."

At those words, everything around me seemed to turn white.
Hyun is my lawyer...

For a moment, I had a vision of a judge frantically banging a gavel and shouting "Death penalty!" followed by me being locked behind bars.

"Ah... I'm doomed..."

I should have lived a good life... No, I should have lived doing nothing, quiet as a mouse.
I should have just stayed in the hospital. Why did I go outside for a walk and end up like this...

"Tuna plushie, I'm sorry... You'll be saying goodbye soon too..."

"Hey! I'll have you know I'm a real lawyer who graduated from law school! Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to work as a hero during the day and study law at night!? Huh!?"

Hyun shouted, but honestly, I couldn't believe it.
The guy who ate and played with me went to law school? That doesn't make any sense.

"Senior, please be quiet...!"

"Ah, sorry."

In the end, I entered the courtroom feeling like I was being dragged to the execution chamber.
By the way, they took my plushie before I entered. The reason was that you can't bring anything into the courtroom.

Ch.63 - Trial (2)
I fidgeted restlessly.
After entering the courtroom and having my plushie confiscated—no, not confiscated, but submitted—my hands felt empty and bored.

*He keeps treating me like a child and saying he's taking it away, so I unconsciously said it was confiscated.*

Anyway, the reason for submitting my plushie was strange.
The staff member in the hallway saw my plushie and immediately said it had to be submitted because it might disturb the peace and tranquility of the courtroom.

I felt genuinely wronged and tried to argue. How could it possibly disturb the peace? It's not like I had hidden a knife or gun inside it—it was just a realistic-looking plushie, so please let me take it in.

When I said that, the staff member shook their head and said, "I'm sorry, but that's not allowed."
I could tell they were treating me like a child, which made me a bit upset, so I hid the plushie behind my back and continued.

I wasn't carrying a bomb or anything, so why make such a fuss over a simple plushie?
Instead of giving me incomprehensible reasons about disturbing the court's tranquility, either explain it in a way I could understand or let me bring the plushie in.

Despite my demands, all I got was a firm rejection and...

*Stop throwing a tantrum and go in.*

I tried to approach the situation logically because I couldn't understand why my plushie was being taken away, but I was humiliated when my actions were treated as a mere tantrum.
It's not like I was lying on the floor, flailing my arms and legs, begging to take the plushie in—I was being genuinely logical.

Tap, tap. I felt someone touch my shoulder and turned to see Choi Hyun leaning slightly toward me.
Thinking he had something important to say, I leaned toward him, and he whispered in my ear.

"Stop fidgeting."

After saying his piece, he adjusted his posture and sat up straight while I muttered.

"I feel anxious with empty hands..."

Why is he telling me this when it's his fault in the first place?
If I had my plushie, I would have been quietly hugging it.

"Just clasp your hands together."

After considering his suggestion briefly, I interlaced my fingers.
It was definitely... much better than doing nothing at all.

As a result, I ended up looking like an extremely devout person in prayer.
Well, it was a hundred times better than feeling anxious, so I spent my time quietly with my hands clasped.

After a while, the courtroom doors opened, and people began to enter one by one.
Not the prosecutor—they had already come in and taken their seat. The people entering now were all filling the previously empty gallery seats.

*Why... are there so many?*

There were far more than I had expected.
It felt quite awkward to have the seats filled with people I'd never met before, and the thought that they were all here to watch my trial made me incredibly nervous.

I could feel their gazes on me occasionally, which made even lifting my head feel burdensome, so I squeezed my eyes shut.

"Hoo... hoooo..."

As I tried to breathe slowly and calm myself by squeezing my clasped hands, someone placed their hand on top of mine.
Even though I knew there was only one person who would put their hand on mine in this situation, I still flinched and opened my eyes.

"It's okay."

Seeing him calmly reassure me as if stating a fact, I nodded with a slight tremor.
After that, I waited quietly with my hands clasped, when suddenly a man with a badge on his chest stood up.

"The trial will begin shortly. Everyone in the courtroom, please turn off your mobile phones and remain quiet during the proceedings."

As soon as the man finished speaking, Choi Hyun, sitting next to me, lightly tapped my shoulder.

"It's starting."

"Huh? Oh... okay."

I understood the trial was starting, but... the judge hadn't even entered yet? Are we starting like this?
Unable to understand how things were proceeding, I was darting my eyes around trying to read the situation when the judge I'd seen on the news entered the courtroom.

"All rise."

At the man's command, everyone in the gallery stood up, including Choi Hyun beside me.
Confused, I looked around, then tapped Choi Hyun's hand and pointed at myself, mouthing:

*Me too?*

Do I need to stand up too?
Choi Hyun quickly nodded.

So I need to stand too.
Startled, I jumped to my feet, and I felt my chair fall backward.

—Thud!

The floor being what it was, the sound wasn't very loud, but since the courtroom was so quiet, even that soft sound echoed throughout.
Perhaps from the shock, my wings spread out on their own, knocking over the chair next to me as well.

"Uh, ah..."

Shit, what do I do? What should I do? Will I get kicked out? Am I screwed? Will this affect my attitude score?
Too embarrassed and flustered, I instinctively looked toward the gallery and came face to face with the stares of countless people all focused on me.

"Ah..."

Surely they were just looking to see what the sudden commotion was about, but when it's not just one or two but dozens of stares, it was suffocatingly burdensome.

Moreover, with the judge and someone who looked like a police officer among them, the pressure was truly unbearable.

Just as the trembling in my hands that I had tried so hard to calm began to return...

"I apologize."

Choi Hyun said this while setting up the fallen chair, then gently pressed my wings with his hand.
At his silent nod, my wings, which had been frozen stiff like stone, folded back as if by magic, and the trembling in my hands stopped.

After that brief commotion, the trial resumed normally.

"...Please be seated."

"The Seoul Central District Court, 17th Criminal Division, will now begin the trial for case number 2028 Go-Hap 188, a murder case."

Murder case.
Even though Choi Hyun had told me it would be okay, the weight of the word "murder" coming from the judge's mouth was unimaginably heavy.

"—...?"

It'll be okay.
Choi Hyun said it would be okay.

Right...
I should believe—

"Hey."

"Huh?"

Tap, tap. Feeling someone touch my shoulder, I suddenly looked up and met the judge's eyes.

"Defendant Yu Sia, are you present?"

"What? Oh, yesh!"

I was so startled I almost bit my tongue, but fortunately, I didn't.
Instead, my pronunciation slipped.

The judge, who had been silently looking at me, turned toward the prosecutor.

"...Prosecutor, are you present?"

"Prosecutor Lee Won-Il, present."

"Prosecutor Seo Han-Seong, present."

"Defense counsel, are you present?"

"Attorney Choi Hyun, present."

After confirming everyone's attendance, the judge nodded lightly, examined some documents, and then looked at me.
Not in my direction, but directly at me.

Even though he was just looking without any particular emotion, it made me flinch and tremble.
As I was glancing at him nervously, the judge sighed lightly and spoke.

"The defendant may choose not to speak or refuse to testify if you do not wish to, and you may speak about facts that are favorable to you. Anything you say in this court may be used as evidence of guilt. Do you understand?"

"Yes..."

Upon hearing my answer, the judge turned a page with a soft rustle.

"Please state your name."

"Yu... Sia."

"What is your date of birth?"

"I'm... born in '99."

Oh, that's not right.

"Um, July 12, 1999... sir."

At that, murmurs spread throughout the courtroom.
It was a natural reaction—I looked like a child to anyone, but I was approaching 30.

"Order in the court."

The judge tapped something with his gavel, quieting the courtroom, then looked at me again and said:

"So you are currently 28 years old?"

Even the judge found it hard to believe and asked again.
As I was about to nod in confirmation, Choi Hyun sitting beside me raised his hand slightly.

"Attorney Choi Hyun, you may speak."

"The defendant, Yu Sia, disappeared ten years ago during the Singularity Incident after being caught in a Gate, and has no memory of that time. Therefore, I believe it would be more accurate to consider her actual age as 18, not 28."

"Does the prosecution have any opinion?"

"No, Your Honor."

"Then I will accept Attorney Choi Hyun's opinion."

Unlike when I spoke, everything proceeded concisely and quickly.
Watching this made me feel quite inadequate... but it's strange to even compare myself to someone who graduated from law school.

"Where do you live?"

"Bangbae-dong, Seocho-Gu, Seoul... sir."

"What is your place of registration?"

...?
What is a place of... registration?

As I blinked at this term I'd never heard before, Choi Hyun leaned toward me and whispered:

"Where you used to live."

"Ah... Seocho 3-dong, Seocho-Gu, Seoul. I mean, that is my place of registration."

I glanced around nervously, thinking I might have messed up, but there didn't seem to be any negative reaction—they just seemed to accept it and move on.
It felt like they were being more nonchalant about it than I expected.

After that, they asked about my occupation, whether I had received the indictment, whether I had understood what the prosecutor said, and then...

"—."

"—, —."

Everyone except me started talking enthusiastically.
Choi Hyun's statement that "you don't have to do anything" wasn't a joke at all.

Right now, in this place, I was literally just a sack of rice that had been borrowed.

Ch.64 - Hello, Unnie (1)
The trial proceeded well even without me.
They really didn't let me say a single word.

Plus, there was none of that dramatic prosecutor versus defense attorney showdown you see in TV shows. Everyone just sat in their places, holding documents and talking earnestly.
From the moment I entered until I sat down and answered the judge's questions, I was tense and worried about what to do next...

*Do I even need to be here?*

I came because I heard somewhere that not showing up in court would work against me, but if I'd known it would be like this, I might have just stayed home.
...No, that would mean leaving everything to Hyun again, and I don't like that.

*This is better, I suppose.*

I can't just keep living off Hyun forever, and after this trial ends, I'm planning to gradually venture outside more.
I might receive even more attention than now, so thinking of this as practice for that isn't entirely bad.

By this point, even the spectators had stopped looking my way, so I spent the time staring blankly at the wood-grain patterns on the courtroom chair and desk that resembled people.
That stain looks like the Chihuahua from my old neighborhood. Oh, that one looks like a cucumber. And that one... looks like a screaming person...

I wondered if I was getting too relaxed, but what can I say... Even if I wanted to be tense, I couldn't, since the atmosphere was naturally tilting toward a not-guilty verdict without me doing anything.
Come to think of it, this isn't my ability but Hyun's.

*As expected of Hyun—or should I say that?*

I blinked vacantly and turned my head toward Hyun.

"...therefore, according to Criminal Code Article 21, Paragraph 1, which states that an act committed to defend oneself or others against imminent and unlawful infringement of legal interests shall not be punishable if there is reasonable ground—"

Watching Hyun fluently recite difficult legal terms without even looking at his prepared documents, as if proving he really did graduate from law school, I blinked in amazement.
Hero work during the day, studying law at night, and even getting into law school... How did he manage all this? I don't think I could do it even if someone stood over me with a whip...

Of course, I don't think it's absolutely impossible. Such amazing people exist, which is why science progresses.
And with living proof right in front of me, how could I say it's impossible? I just thought again how impressive it was, watching him.

*But...*

Isn't sitting here doing nothing the same as sitting at home doing nothing? Either way, I'm leaving everything to Hyun and not lifting a finger.
Realizing this belatedly, I blinked and looked forward again.

*Don't overthink it.*

Let's not complicate things about leaving everything to him and taking it easy. Hyun and I aren't in a relationship where we need to calculate every gain and loss.
We're friends. If he helps me now, I can help him later. Whatever that might be.

Just like Hyun did for me.
Even though we're friends, I do worry about how to repay him for all he's done...

—I'll figure something out.

In games and novels, dragon byproducts sell for high prices, so if worst comes to worst, I could pluck off some scales to give him.
I could take them from my hand or wing area, right? Would that hurt a lot?

While I was thinking about this, the prosecutor sitting across from us raised his hand.

"Prosecutor Lee Won-Il, you may speak."

"I acknowledge that the defendant's actions constituted self-defense, but based on the CCTV footage submitted by Attorney Choi Hyun as evidence, it appears that after the initial counterattack with her wings that sent the beast-type monster into the wall, she could have subdued it at that point. The fact that she didn't stop attacking then should be considered excessive self-defense."

"Attorney Choi Hyun, do you have a response?"

"The beast-type monster was in an irrational state, and the basic principle when dealing with completely irrational monsters is elimination, not subdual. This is stated in Hero Law Article 5, Paragraph 1, enacted in 2020."

"Do you have evidence proving this monster was irrational?"

"Yes. Please refer to the autopsy results of the monster's body, which I submitted as evidence earlier. We requested analyses from both the National Forensic Service and the Hero Association's Monster Research Department, and both institutions reached the same conclusion."

At Hyun's words, the prosecutor who had been flipping through documents froze, then let out a hollow laugh, while the judge spent a long time looking at the papers before sighing.
What could possibly be in there to cause such... Oh, could it be that thing from back then?

—...They were literally "creating" monsters in cultivation facilities.

The story that the monster I faced wasn't human but a manufactured monster.
With that information, their reactions make sense.

As the judge and prosecutor's expressions changed in real time, the people in the gallery also started murmuring, wondering what was happening.
Finally, the judge who had been reviewing the documents sighed and picked up the gavel.

"Order, order in the court."

Bang, bang, bang—the noise was so loud I instinctively rubbed my ears with my wrist.

What kind of hammer makes an explosion sound?
It was a completely unconscious reaction, and I worried someone might notice, but fortunately no one paid attention.

Still feeling self-conscious, I quietly lowered my hand while no one was looking my way.

"Does the prosecution have anything to add?"

"..."

At the judge's question, the two prosecutors briefly looked at each other, checked their documents again, and slowly shook their heads.
I'm not sure what that gesture meant, but my instinct told me it wasn't bad news for me.

Just as the prosecutor opened his mouth—

—...here.

A voice that wasn't the prosecutor's, but someone completely different, echoed in my head.
The whisper of a child, so clear it gave me goosebumps, was definitely not my imagination.

"We don't. And—..."

The prosecutor was saying something earnestly, but I couldn't hear a word.

*I thought I hadn't heard it for a while, so why now of all times...*

Damn... It had been suspiciously quiet for so long, was it just waiting for the right moment to pop up?
I frowned and pressed my wrists against my ears, but nothing changed.

—Over here.

Again.
I heard it again.

Over here, I'm here. The voice from somewhere was clearly saying that.
And this time it was even clearer than before.

That's when I realized something was definitely wrong.
Usually when I heard this voice, it would blame me, or blame others, or blame the world while tormenting me.

And it would speak in "my" voice.
But what I was hearing now had a completely different voice.

And this voice wasn't blaming anyone or getting irritated about things I couldn't do. It was just telling me "over here," "here," as if asking me to recognize it, like a child crying out to be seen.

—Here. Here.

"Hyun..."

Having confirmed that much, I immediately called out to Hyun while pushing his leg with the back of my hand.
I was relying on Hyun again, but I wasn't stupid enough to let pride get in the way when something was beyond my capabilities.

"What's wrong...? Is something urgent...?"

"I... I'm hearing a strange voice right now..."

It was a completely random thing to say, but I had no other way to explain it.
At my words, Hyun's expression hardened as if I'd told a lie, and he gripped my shoulder tightly.

"Yu Sia, stay focused. Don't get swept up in that voice, okay?"

"Attorney Choi Hyun? Is something wrong with the defendant?"

Hyun quickly composed his expression at the judge's call and started saying something, but I couldn't properly hear this either.
Because that voice echoed in my head again.

—Clinging to Oppa again? You can't do anything on your own, how pathetic.

The voice mocked me as if ridiculing me.
That made it even more chilling. The fact that it was responding this way meant that the owner of this voice was likely somewhere within my sight.

*Where? Where are you watching from?!*

I gritted my teeth and rolled my eyes trying to find the owner of the voice, but I couldn't spot anyone notable among the people sitting in the gallery, no matter how hard I looked.
There were simply too many people in the gallery. From my seat, I could only see the front row and the row behind it.

If I were taller, I might have been able to see further back, but with my height barely reaching 140 cm, that was the limit of my view.
As I was grinding my teeth and rolling my eyes—

—You don't have to look so hard.

Among the people, a pair of golden eyes similar to mine met my gaze.
Those eyes were definitely similar to my own slit-pupiled eyes that I'd seen in the mirror.

I can't explain how, but the moment our eyes met, I instinctively knew.
That the owner of those eyes was the source of the voice disturbing my mind.

"...You."

As I muttered without taking my eyes off it, that pair of eyes curved like crescent moons.
Finally, as the child slowly walked out from among the people—

"Hello, Unnie."

The child resembled me so closely that the word "mirror" unconsciously came to mind.

Ch.65 - Hello, Unnie (2)
"Unnie."
At that single word, I scanned the appearance of the girl who had called me, my mind in a half-dazed state.

The girl's long blonde hair, which fell to her waist, sparkled as if spun from molten gold, and her golden eyes with vertically slit pupils had a subtle reddish tint like simmering gold.
Judging by our eye level, she seemed about my height. Not only that, but even her shark-like teeth that showed when she grinned resembled mine.

The only difference between us was that the girl didn't have horns, wings, or monstrous hands.
In other words, except for those things, everything about her resembled me. Almost like we were real sisters.

But I'm an only child. I don't have a younger sibling, let alone an older brother or sister.
And even if this girl were my hidden blood relative, she would have called me "Oppa," not "Unnie."

No, that's beside the point.

*How?*

No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't understand.
Who on earth was this girl who looked so much like me, and why was she calling me "Unnie"? I had no idea.

At first, I wondered if I was seeing things.
I thought I might be hallucinating an idealized version of myself with the normal life I so desperately wanted.

But that wasn't it.
It wasn't a hallucination or an auditory delusion.

"What is this...?"

Not just me, but Hyun beside me, the people in the gallery, the judge, and the prosecutor—everyone was looking at the blonde child walking through the gallery.
However, unlike Hyun and me, everyone else seemed to perceive the child as just a young girl disrupting the trial.

That was natural. To anyone looking, the child standing there appeared to be an ordinary girl.
Just a slightly unusual girl wearing a scarf despite the arrival of spring—nothing more than that.

But I could tell.
Because she called me "Unnie"? Or because she resembled me so much?

No, neither of those.
Without reason or evidence, I just instinctively knew.

*That's dangerous.*

Perhaps as dangerous as me.

"Officer, please escort that child outside."

"Yes, Your Honor."

At the judge's words, the court officer standing in the corner approached the child to lead her out.

"Wait."

But before the officer could reach the child, Hyun, who had been sitting next to me, blocked the officer's path much faster.
The officer blinked in surprise at the sudden situation and asked why Hyun was making such a fuss over just a child, but Hyun responded more seriously than ever.

"This is an emergency. Everyone, run away."

Since this was coming from Hyun, an S-Class Hero before being a lawyer, people who had been hesitantly looking around began to stand up one by one.
But everyone seemed puzzled about having to evacuate because of a mere child.

The child, who had been standing quietly until now, smiled fiercely—no, savagely—showing all her teeth.
The expression was horrifying enough to give anyone goosebumps. It wasn't a face a child or even a human could make—it was the face of a predator.

"Oppa is such a fool. Do you think I'll just let those people go?"

"You'll have to."

At Hyun's firm response, the child's expression hardened as she rested her chin on her left hand and tapped her cheek with her index finger.

"Well..."

As the child trailed off, a sound like a lion or tiger's low growl came from her.
The people who had been hesitating despite the evacuation order finally sensed something was wrong and rushed toward the door in panic.

"I don't want to."

"...!"

Just as the courtroom erupted into chaos, acrid smoke began rising from the scarf wrapped around the child's neck.
I could see crimson flames flickering between the teeth of the child as she smiled again, baring her teeth.

And the child's gaze was directed straight at me.

"Look out!"

I heard Hyun's voice, and then everything went dark.
All I could feel was a suffocating pressure and the familiar scent of Hyun.

Then.

—!!

I heard a tremendous wind sound like during a typhoon, and felt a heat so intense it seemed like my face would burn, like when I visited a steel mill.
And the smell of cooking meat... but with a strangely nauseating odor that stung my nose.

No.
Hyun is in danger.

It was just a split second, but what was happening was obvious.
Hyun was using his body to shield me from the fire that monster was breathing.

"Hyun!? Hyun!!"

"It's... fine...! Stay... still...! Ugh..."

"What do you mean 'fine'!! Hurry, let go!! You could have just dodged!! Choi Hyun!!"

I shouted, but this time there was no answer.
After what felt like an eternity, Hyun's arms holding me lost their strength.

As I fell, I finally saw Hyun's face covered in cold sweat.

But even in that state, Hyun was forcing a smile.

"Hyun...?"

"You know... I don't... get hot easily... right? This is... just warm... man..."

"What...! What kind of nonsense is that, you crazy bastard!!"

Instead of answering, Hyun lightly patted my head, grinned, and stood up.

"Backup will be here soon. While I hold this off, follow the people who just left and run away."

Hyun said that and turned around, and only then could I see his back.
And seeing Hyun's exposed back, I was speechless.

"Hyun... You...!"

Hyun's back was charred black like a burned corpse from a movie.
But unlike in movies, Hyun's wounds had blood and pus flowing from cracks in the blackened dead skin, like parched earth. The sight was so horrific and painful-looking that I almost retched involuntarily.

It must be agonizingly painful, enough to make anyone writhe in pain, yet Hyun turned to me and smiled as if nothing was wrong.

"It's okay. I'll handle this, so don't worry and run away."

What I felt at those words wasn't relief or reassurance. It was far from strength or trust.
What weighed me down at this moment was an intense sense of helplessness and self-loathing.

Protected again.
Again, I couldn't do anything.

*Again?*

How much longer do I have to depend on others?
How many more times do I have to hurt them?

How much more in the future.
How much more than now.

"..."

I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them, stood up, and blocked Hyun's path with my wings.
My fingertips trembled violently.

What if I lose control again like that time? What if I become a burden to Hyun? What if this time I truly cross a river of no return?
My temples throbbed as my head filled with thoughts.

*Think simply... simply... it's not complicated.*

Think about what I want to do right now.
And think about what I should do right now.

I don't want to just watch from behind anymore.
I don't want Hyun to get hurt because of me.

I don't want to regret anything.
So, this time, I'll...

"Hey, Yu Sia..."

I turned around at Hyun's voice and saw his haggard face.
Not knowing what expression to make, I mumbled for a moment before turning my back.

"Go rest."

"I'm fine, so go—"

Fine? Don't worry?
Those words made my blood boil, and I glared at Hyun and shouted.

"Fine...? You can barely walk and you say you're fine...!"

"This is nothing."

"Nothing my ass!! What do you think you can do in that condition!! Shut up and go get your wounds treated!!"

After catching my breath, I realized what I'd said and gasped, closing my mouth.
I wanted to apologize but didn't know what to say, so I bit my lip.

"...Sorry."

Unable to look Hyun in the face, I apologized half-heartedly with my eyes lowered and turned away.
There was no response.

That was natural. If someone helped me despite suffering such wounds, and all they got in return was this kind of attitude, I'd be angry too.
It's a pathetic excuse, but... right now I was too overwhelmed with what was in front of me to think about others.

"Go, quickly."

Without looking back, I barely managed to spit out those two words, and Hyun's footsteps faded away.

*Yes, this is fine.*

I'm not sure what's "fine" about ruining our relationship and saying terrible things to Hyun...
But at least Hyun wouldn't get hurt anymore, and that alone was enough.

I clenched my trembling hands.
The eerie feeling of sharp nails digging into my palms brought me back to my senses, and I turned my head to glare at the monster before me.

The monster was looking at me with a grin, as if something was terribly amusing.

"You and Oppa get along so well. Even though you're a Kaiju and he's a Hero."

Seeing that face immediately put me in a bad mood.
The fact that it resembled mine made me feel even worse.

"Shut up. I'm not in the mood to talk to you."

"Such a picky Unnie. I like that about you—it's very Kaiju-like."

"I'm not a Kaiju...!"

"Well. To other people's eyes, both you and I would look like the same kind of monster."

I shouted while glaring at the monster, but it acted as if it hadn't heard me.
No, rather, it mocked and ridiculed me.

"Well, it doesn't matter much. You won't need to worry about other people anymore."

"...What does that mean?"

"You'll find out soon enough. Oh right. I was so excited I forgot to introduce myself."

The monster giggled and smiled like a child before speaking.

"I'm No. 445. Nice to meet you, Number 441 Unnie."

That smile was filled with such pure joy, like a child who had found their real family.
It made me sick.

Ch.66 - Let's Play Together (1)
Why am I being called Number 441? Does that mean there are 440 other people who look like me ahead of me? If you're Number 445, then what comes after?
If I'm not Number 1, then—

*Am I not the real Yu Sia...?*

My head was filled with thoughts I couldn't express all at once, leaving me unable to respond to the monster's words.
I felt so dizzy and nauseated that I kept my mouth firmly shut and swallowed hard several times, afraid that if I opened it, everything would come spilling out.

*Don't think about it. Not now... Don't think about anything else right now.*

I know what I need to do. Don't think about anything else.

"Big sis 441, why do you look so upset? Are you feeling sick?"

I opened my eyes at the voice digging into my ears and glared at the monster.

"Shut up. Don't act like we're close. Just looking at your face makes me want to throw up right now."

When I snapped at the monster with a frown, it pouted like a sulking child.
The way it looked so much like a real child—like a human—made my stomach twist.

"You're so mean, big sis. We're family, you could at least speak to me kindly."

At first, I thought I must have misheard such nonsense, but no matter how many times I replayed it in my head, the word that came out of its mouth was definitely "family."
I stared blankly at the monster that had tried to kill Choi Hyun and attacked me, then bared my teeth and growled at the word choice that didn't even deserve a bitter laugh.

"Family...? Family.... Ha, what bullshit, you crazy bitch."

Even nonsense should make some kind of sense, but this was just complete garbage.

"Big sis! The doctor said we shouldn't use bad words!"

"I told you to shut up."

My eye twitched at the sight of it now trying to lecture me.
Is it doing this on purpose? Trying to get under my skin? Trying to make me lose control by pissing me off?

Or is it just thoughtless? Or maybe a psychopath or sociopath? No, if it were that kind of human, it wouldn't feel like this.
Yes, it's just insane. There's no other explanation.

"..."

I should ignore it. Reacting to creatures like this will only exhaust me.
I closed my eyes tightly and opened them again without responding to the monster's words. This time, it even puffed up its cheeks.

"Aren't you being too obvious about ignoring me, big sis 441?"

*If this keeps up, there'll be no end to it.*

I don't know what this lunatic is after, but one thing is certain: continuing this standoff like this isn't doing me any good.
Not only is it wasting time, but if I keep talking with this shameless lunatic, I might lose what's left of my sanity.

Even though this fucker did that to Choi Hyun, killing it would cause problems, so I need to control my strength to avoid killing it.
But if I stay here any longer, I might just want to tear this fucking bitch limb from limb, regardless of controlling my strength.

I want to burn it to ashes from head to toe, leaving nothing behind.
I want to stomp it out of existence until not a piece of flesh remains, not a fragment of organs, just a puddle of blood.

"Your expression finally improved, big sis."

I looked up at the voice full of amusement and met the monster's eyes, wearing a fierce smile similar to when it first breathed fire.
I raised my head, curious about what nonsense it would spout next.

"Now that's more like my big sister."

Who's your big sister?

—Makes me want to kill it.

I shuddered at the sudden chilling thought.

*What am I thinking...?*

Being human, I've had many violent thoughts.
Wanting to knock someone down, or even, in extreme cases, wanting to kill them.

But this was different.

This wasn't an irritated thought born from anger or unbearable rage.
It was a pure desire to destroy and kill something.

No, it wasn't even a thought.
If I hadn't sensed something was wrong, if the monster hadn't spoken to me first, I would have definitely acted on it.

What scared me most wasn't that.
What terrified me most was not knowing what I might do after killing this lunatic who claimed to be my sister.

"Hng...!"

I frowned and pressed both wrists against my temples as my vision blurred and a terrible headache struck.
A throbbing heat, different from the surrounding heat, pulsed beneath my temples.

"Don't resist. Just accept it. Why are you resisting? You're just giving yourself a headache."

"Shut up...!"

"Big sis, no matter how hard you try, no one will appreciate it, you know? Stop resisting and making my head hurt too. Just relax."

"I said shut up!!"

Feeling like I had to do something, I kicked off the ground and swung my claws at the monster in front of me.
Or rather, I tried to.

—The trial for the murder case will now begin.

That single word, murder, wouldn't leave my mind, making me grit my teeth.
If I kill this monster here, I'll surely face trial again, just like today.

And if I kill it, I definitely won't get off as easily as in this trial.
What I killed in the hospital was a mindless beast, but the monster in front of me now... to others, it would look like an ordinary girl.

Back then, it looked like a monster killing a monster, but now...

Gritting my teeth, I stopped my arm and twisted my body to swing my leg instead.
It was a simple leg swing that could hardly be called a kick, but I thought it would be enough.

Just swinging my wings had sent house-sized monsters flying around, so a kick should be sufficient.
That's what I thought.

THWACK—!!

I hit it.
For a brief moment, I was certain from the satisfyingly loud, dull sound that echoed. But then I felt a stinging pain in the top of my foot that made me clench my teeth.

"Ugh!?"

It was strange—I hadn't felt pain even when I was slammed into walls or plummeted from the sky, but now my foot was stinging.
It felt like kicking a sofa cushion only to hit the frame underneath. The sharp pain made my eyes water as I squeezed them shut.

"Big sis is so soft."

I opened my eyes at the calm voice and met the monster's gaze as it blocked my leg with its arm.
The monster hadn't been sent flying by my kick, hadn't even staggered. It was even holding my ankle with one hand.

"How...?"

"You think you're the only one based on the Light Dragon?"

The monster, looking at me with a contemptuous expression, gripped my ankle tightly.
Just as I was starting to worry my ankle might break from the pressure, I felt my body being pulled and my vision flipped upside down.

It was a familiar feeling.
Yes, like when that beast-type Kaiju grabbed my leg and threw me far away in the hospital.

It felt similar to that.

"Guh!?"

I instinctively curled up my body, but I hit the wall before I could complete the motion.

CRASH!!

With a sensation similar to when Choi Hyun had pressed down on my head, my neck contracted and my body felt like it was floating in the air.
When I opened my eyes, I saw the ceiling.

Only after flailing my arms and legs did I realize what had happened.
My damn horns had gotten stuck in the wall.

"You bitch...!"

"Ahaha! Big sis, you look like a mounted trophy!"

I twisted my body and flapped my wings at the mocking words, but no matter how much I struggled, I couldn't budge—my horns were stuck too deep.
Finally, I swung my arm and made a large hole in the wall before I could pull my horns free.

"Ptoo...! Bleh...!"

Fucking concrete dust...!

That would have been fine, but the building must have been built incredibly solid because my right hand throbbed after punching the wall.
Still, it didn't seem to be a serious injury, as the throbbing quickly disappeared when I lightly clenched and unclenched my right hand.

"What an eyesore, big sis. Well, I guess it makes sense that Number 441 would be inferior in performance to me, Number 445."

I quickly looked up and met the eyes of the monster, who was standing with its hands behind its back, smiling at me.
I ground my teeth at its obviously relaxed demeanor.

"Oh? Are you angry? You are angry, aren't you? Hmm, so this is how big sis feels when she's angry. Not a very pleasant feeling."

The monster, with its eyes closed, nodded as if sensing something, then mocked me again, grating on my nerves.

"You've been talking way too much! You fucking bitch...!!"

I was already irritated enough without you constantly getting under my skin...!
Feeling like I might really cause an incident if I held back any longer, I roughly scraped the wall with my claws to vent my frustration.

With a scraping sound, the wall sliced away like tofu under my claws.

"So you've decided to use your claws now? Then I should get serious too."

"What...?"

"Ah, but first I need to buy a little more time."

Saying that, the monster took out something like a button from its pocket and pressed it firmly.

—BOOM!!

The building shook violently with a deafening roar that felt like it would tear my ears apart.

"What did you do?!"

"Nothing much. I just detonated the bomb that Chameleon big sis prepared for me. And you don't have time to worry about such trivial matters, do you?"

Before I could say anything, the monster roughly tore off its scarf and upper clothing with its left hand, revealing the body that had been hidden beneath.
The monster's body was covered in golden scales, and its solar plexus glowed red-hot like a furnace.

"Let's play together, big sis."

Flames flickered between the teeth of the monster as it smiled ferociously.

Ch.67 - Let's Play Together (2)
Let's play together.

The monster, starting with those words, immediately spewed fire toward my face.
Fortunately, the flames weren't too fast to dodge, and thanks to the monster's posture—stretching its body forward before breathing fire—I was able to avoid it without much difficulty.

——!!

Dodging fireballs while surrounded by flames wasn't easy, but I had no choice. No, I had to succeed. It was better than taking those fireballs head-on.
The real problem, however, was that it didn't end with just one fireball aimed at me.

"Ugh!?"

As soon as I ducked to avoid one fireball, I saw another flying toward my face and rolled sideways to dodge it.
But it didn't end there. The fireballs kept coming at me, and I had to keep moving to avoid them.

——!!

I don't know how much lung capacity this thing had, but more than ten fireballs came flying one after another with just one breath.

"What the hell...!"

The flames in the courtroom grew fiercer as fireball after fireball added to the already raging fire, and the space to step on gradually diminished as time passed.
In this worst-case scenario, the only fortunate thing was that the courtroom ceiling was high and I was short enough not to inhale the toxic gas.

*Grin*——

What was annoying, though, was that this damn crazy woman would flash a disgusting smile whenever our eyes met.
I was already frustrated enough that I couldn't counterattack or even approach her, but seeing that mocking face made my blood boil.

If only I could close the distance somehow, but whenever I tried to approach, she would either back away or, instead of shooting fireballs in my direction, breathe out flames, making it impossible to get close.

Of course, judging by how she blocked my attack earlier, approaching probably wouldn't solve anything, but at least trying to get close would be a hundred times better than dodging this barrage of fire while losing stamina.

Even someone like me who knew nothing about fighting could understand that much.
This time too, as I twisted my body to avoid the incoming fireballs, the fire-breathing monster exhaled not fire but a sigh, and sparks flew from her mouth with a whoosh.

"How long are you going to just dodge? You might die from suffocation before burning to death. Try attacking, Unnie. I've been the only one attacking all this time. This isn't fun."

The monster kicked a small piece of stone toward me and pouted her lips in complaint.

"Shut that mouth, I really want to kill you."

"Pfft... You've been talking tough, but you can't do anything. You can't even get close."

Seeing her openly mocking me, heat rushed to my head and I dashed toward the monster, only to be met with a wall of bright red flames filling my vision.
Feeling heat that could melt my face, I flapped my wings to slow down and immediately retreated.

*This fight is absolute shit!*

Should I try blocking with my wings or hands to approach? Could I block it once or twice?
I considered it briefly, but the heat from the nearby flames was too intense to risk putting my hands or wings in the way.

It's a given that fire is hot, and getting burned is really painful—that's common sense. Unless you don't know these obvious facts, who would be crazy enough to block flying fireballs with their body?

Moreover, this fire was hotter than normal fire.
That's why I couldn't approach carelessly.

"You're startled by just this much fire? You're such a coward, Unnie."

"..."

...Right. Those are all excuses.
Just as this crazy woman said, I'm simply too scared to block with my hands or wings.

Because I hate pain. I hate heat, and I hate getting burned.
I'm scared.

I'm not Hyun. I'm not as capable as Hyun, and far from being righteous enough to risk my life to save others—I'm a coward who runs away because I hate suffering or pain.

For a moment, I remembered Hyun's face, smiling despite his back being burned black, and I gritted my teeth.
Anger welled up inside me, but gritting my teeth was all I could do.

*Hyun...*

"Who are you thinking about with your cute little sister right in front of you, Unnie?"

In that brief moment when my mind wandered, I felt a hot sensation near my face.
Pure instinct told me to dodge immediately, and I rolled to the side.

"Shit...!"

The floor was already covered with ashes and dust, and as I rolled across it, I couldn't help but get covered in ash.
The ash got into my eyes, nose, and mouth, stinging unbearably. As I blinked repeatedly with tears, snot, and drool streaming down, I heard the monster's mocking laughter again.

"Ahaha! How does it feel to be a dragon rolling on the floor, Unnie?"

"Shut up, you fucking bitch..."

Harsh words escaped my mouth in response to the monster's irritating chatter.

But the monster paid no attention to my reaction and continued to mock me.

"Hmph, how pathetic that you can't do anything with those magnificent wings and hands. If it were me, I would have used that body much better."

"You think I wanted to become like this!?"

I pounded the floor with my fist and shouted, and the monster tilted her head with a genuinely confused expression.

"Hmm? Why are you so angry? Becoming a dragon is a good thing."

"What?"

"Why are you pretending not to know? You can breathe fire, you have cool horns, you can fly, and you're strong. Shouldn't you be happy about that? Shouldn't you take pride in becoming a dragon?"

*What did I just hear?*

I was so angry, so dumbfounded, that I couldn't comprehend what I'd just heard.
I froze in place, even though a fireball might be flying toward my head at any moment.

I don't know what expression I'm making right now.
But I'm certain it's not a pleasant one.

"Cool? I can't even change clothes by myself because of these damn claws, I can barely pass through places with low ceilings because of the horns, and these stupid wings keep spreading out randomly and breaking everything around me—and you call that cool!?"

"Why make such a big deal out of it? Those are things you can put up with. It's worth it for the power you gain."

As she shrugged her shoulders, I let out a hollow laugh.

"Sure! You don't have horns or wings or abnormal limbs, so you don't understand! You have no idea how inconvenient this fucking appearance is!!"

Seeing her spout nonsense without knowing anything made my insides twist.

"Don't act like you know anything when you don't! What do you know? You just have some scales, that's all!!"

"What?"

The monster stared at me blankly.
Her wide-open eyes were so unfocused it gave me chills.

"You don't know anything either, Unnie."

"Wha—!"

I flinched at her cold voice, devoid of any emotion.
No, it wasn't that it lacked emotion. She was just suppressing her emotions so much that it sounded emotionless.

"Why do you pretend to be suffering, pretend to be in pain, pretend to be normal? You say I don't know anything? Then what do you know, Unnie? Were you the only one who suffered? Were you the only one in pain? No. You were set free."

*Why are you getting angry? You attacked first.*

"You were rescued by Oppa, so you didn't have to get injections. Do you know how many injections I got because they said I needed to meet you? How many scales were ripped off? Even when I screamed in pain and bled, no one saved me. Why did Oppa only save you? Why didn't he save me? Why!? WHY!!"

The monster suddenly stomped on the floor and glared at me with tears of blood.
I flinched at her face, which emanated a murderous aura, and the monster who had been glaring at me smiled faintly.

"Well... Right. That's why you're struggling against someone like me. That's enough now. Big Uncle says this is sufficient... Let's end this, Unnie."

*Whoosh*——

Danger.
The moment I saw the flames swirling in the monster's mouth, I instinctively realized how dangerous that fire was.

Of course, everyone knows fire is dangerous—that's common sense. But... this was different.
The flames the monster was holding in her mouth were on a completely different level from ordinary flames in terms of the pressure they exerted.

The flames, which had turned from red to blue, emitted such intense heat that the air around them shimmered and distorted.
Just standing still made me sweat, my mouth went dry, and the air was so hot that my throat burned just from breathing it in. After just a few seconds, it felt like my skin would cook.

*So earlier wasn't serious...?*

The overwhelming power, incomparable to the red flames that had burned Hyun earlier, seemed to say that everything until now had been just a game.
A hollow laugh escaped me. I clearly felt what it meant to stand before an overwhelmingly unfair power.

Pleased with my reaction, the monster smiled with her eyes and leaned her body in my direction.
Even she seemed unable to handle the fire; her face was flushed red, and the area around her mouth was charred black.

And the moment the monster's lips twitched, time stopped.

"——"

No... it didn't stop. It just slowed down endlessly, making it appear as if it had stopped.
It was the same feeling I had when facing the beast-type Kaiju at the hospital.

It took hundreds of seconds to take one breath, and dozens of seconds to blink once.
In that world, I stood alone.

"Haa..."

A heat completely different from what was coming from the monster's mouth escaped with my sigh, and my mind cooled down.
Like a predator lowering its body before hunting, I pressed myself as close to the floor as possible and looked at the monster. The monster was still looking at where I had been standing.

I didn't know what this situation was or what I should do.
But one thing was clear: if not now, I would never be able to kill this monster.

"..."

The moment I finished that thought, the monster opened her mouth completely.
And the whole world turned white.

Ch.68 - Blue Light
On the rooftop of a skyscraper about 500 meters from the courthouse.
A man was crouched on the railing of the rooftop where the wind blew so strongly that just standing still made one's body sway.

Though his position looked precarious to anyone watching, the man remained as steady as a statue against the fierce wind, unmoved as if he had always been there as a decoration.
The man hummed a tune, seemingly enjoying the ear-piercing sirens and people's screams as he gazed at the burning courthouse.

Eventually, with a "boom" sound, a dark mushroom-shaped cloud of smoke rose, and the man let out an "Oh..." in admiration before turning his head to the side.

"Number 445's performance is better than I expected. Should I say 'as expected' after all?"

What do you think, Doctor?
The man said this while slightly lifting his hat to look at the Doctor.

The Doctor, who had been watching the blazing courthouse, responded with an indifferent expression, pulling out a clipboard from inside his coat.

"It's too early to tell. With that terrible durability, the moment 445 allows even a single approach, it will be defeated."

"Are you talking about the arm that broke from a single kick? That can't be helped. Number 445's durability is concentrated around the chest area where the carapace is."

"That's exactly why I'm calling it terrible."

The Doctor clicked his tongue and took out a pen from the clipboard, writing "durability improvement needed" under the paper marked with the number "445."
Despite the Doctor's visibly displeased expression, the man simply shrugged his shoulders without saying much.

"But its recovery is fast, isn't it?"

"I'll admit it has cockroach-like vitality—it can survive as long as the head remains attached even if all limbs are torn off. If not for that ability, I wouldn't have even installed the ignition organ."

"Ahaha. A cockroach? It's a Demi-Human that calls me Uncle. Couldn't you see it as a little cute?"

"A number is sufficient to identify an experimental subject."

The Doctor cut off the man's words sharply, and the man stared at him briefly before turning his gaze back toward the courthouse.
The area around the courthouse, which had suffered both fire and explosion, was already in chaos, with police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances surrounding it.

"Well, anyway... this is unexpected."

"What is?"

"I'm talking about Choi Hyun. He showed no reaction even when seeing a child with the same appearance as his friend right in front of him."

"Well..."

Hearing the Doctor's unexpectedly calm response, the man tilted his head with a questioning "Hmm?"
But the Doctor continued writing something down without responding to the man's confused reaction.

"Weren't you watching with me, Doctor? Or were you watching Number 441's reaction instead of Choi Hyun's?"

"Did that reaction look like no reaction at all to your eyes? Did we really see the same thing?"

"...? When you ask like that, I'm not sure. Tightly closed lips, wide-open eyes, dilated pupils, stiff facial muscles... Wasn't he just surprised to see a child with the same face as his friend?"

Listening to the man's words, the Doctor sighed, put the pen back in the clipboard, and closed his eyes tightly, recalling the expression Choi Hyun had shown for that brief moment when he first saw Number 445.

That expression so cold it sent chills down even his spine—someone who had been exposed to emotions like killing intent, anger, and curses through countless experiments since the Singularity Incident.

"That was anger. Cold anger bordering on killing intent."

The Doctor opened his eyes again and clicked his tongue as he looked at the cold sweat on his palm.
Just remembering it causes this reaction? How absurd. The Doctor wiped his hand on his lab coat and looked at the man.

The man, who had been listening to the Doctor's explanation, crossed his arms and let out a thoughtful "Hmm" before speaking.

"That's interesting."

"What's so interesting?"

"I didn't think you'd be so knowledgeable about emotions. Anyway, 'cold anger'... That's quite a humanities-oriented sensitivity for a doctor. Haha."

"Tsk."

It's my fault for discussing emotions with this guy.
The Doctor thought this as he turned his head toward the courthouse.

At that moment, with a "BOOM!" the building where the Doctor and the man were standing shook.
Law enforcement would never enter so roughly. This meant whoever had entered the building wasn't police or firefighters, but a Hero.

The Doctor immediately frowned and clicked his tongue, while the man raised his eyebrows in surprise and looked down.
Sure enough, around the building's entrance, there were no police cars or fire trucks, and only one Hero was standing there looking somewhat lost.

"Looks like we have a visitor."

"Oh my... I thought this was a safe spot, but they've arrived already. That's unexpected."

At the man's calm reaction, the Doctor narrowed his eyes and looked down with him.
At that moment, the Hero standing below suddenly looked up toward the rooftop where the two were.

"They must have brought a detection-type Hero."

"Indeed. Haha, they're quite fast."

"You seem to have already known a Hero would come. What's going on?"

"Well, since I showed myself directly, it's only natural, isn't it? Even if they're incompetent, they can predict this much when the enemy's brain starts working."

"You bastard..."

The Doctor glared at the man with bloodshot eyes as the man shook his head.
Seeing the Doctor's obvious anger, the man waved his hands frantically in panic.

"B-but I only made an open declaration of war—"

"Why didn't you notify me in advance that we might not be able to confirm the experiment results happening here!?"

"B-but isn't what we've seen so far enough?"

"Enough!? Did you just say 'enough'!? There's no such thing as 'enough' in experiments! Especially with the ignition organ being unstable, we never know what variables might occur!! Damn it! If I had known this would happen, I would have used Number 447 instead of 445!!"

Realizing that the Doctor was angry not about his safety but about being unable to observe the experiment results to the end, the man scratched his head with an "Ahahat" laugh.

"Then we just need to get the experiment results as quickly as possible, right? By any means necessary."

"...It's regrettable that we can't obtain complete experimental results, but it's better than getting nothing. Do as you please. You have the decision-making authority anyway."

"Hahat, so I'm only treated as the Leader at times like this? Well, I'm not particularly attached to the Leader position, but being treated as the Leader by you, Doctor, feels good—"

"How long do you plan to keep babbling? That person will be up here soon."

"Haah... Alright. Can't be helped."

The man shook his head and gazed at the courthouse with his eyes slightly open.
After looking at the courthouse for a moment, the man's eye twitched, and he stood up stretching his body.

"Hnnng! Kha! Crouching for too long isn't good!"

"Is it over?"

"Of course. How competent do you think I am? If I were incompetent, how could I be in the Leader position?"

"Useless talk... So, what happened?"

Despite the Doctor's urging, the man walked leisurely on the railing with a fox-like smile and looked at the Doctor.
The Doctor frowned, feeling an uncanny valley from the man's expression, but the man spoke without caring.

"Why don't you see and judge for yourself, Doctor?"

"..."

BOOM!!

Simultaneously with those words, the door to the rooftop burst open.
It wasn't that a strong force had dented the door—it had literally "exploded" open.

What emerged through the acrid smoke was the A-Class Hero, Ryu Hwa, with her red hair and fierce smile.
After casually waving away the smoke with sparks flying from her hand, Ryu Hwa glared at the man and the Doctor with a savage smile.

"I was wondering what was happening when Ha-Young unnie was going ballistic this morning, but here you are, you dog-like vermin, all gathered together?"

As she spoke, her red eyes gleamed ominously, and the man scratched his head as if troubled.

"Oh, you came earlier than expected."

"Tsk. I thought you were finally doing your job properly, but it's come to this. You hold her off; I need to observe the experiment results until the end."

"That's too harsh. Couldn't you at least tell me her weaknesses?"

"I need to concentrate from now on, so don't talk to me."

"All I know is that her name is Ryu Hwa and that her mouth is too foul for her to become an S-Class Hero..."

BOOM!!

An explosion so loud it caused ringing in the ears engulfed the man.

"You son of a bitch, I'm already on edge, and you're getting on my nerves."

She roughly scratched her head in irritation and let out a mocking laugh as she looked at the Doctor, who was still staring at the courthouse.

"Your friend just died, and you won't even look? Are you that cold-hearted, or are you just frozen in fear?"

"Be quiet. The results are about to come out."

"What?"

Ryu Hwa frowned at the Doctor's too-calm reaction for someone whose colleague had just died, but the Doctor gave no answer.
Sparks flew from between her hair as her eye twitched.

"Are you ignoring me, you son of a—"

Before she could finish her sentence.

—!!
An enormous boom erupted along with a burst of light.

A blue light so intense it felt cold—unforgettable to everyone who was there during the Giman Catastrophe.

Ch.69 - Yu Sia, Soaring
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. The text follows a character who has just experienced a traumatic event involving a monster attack at a courthouse. I'll translate while maintaining the natural webnovel style and using the glossary terms correctly.

Haa... Haa...
My breathing echoed inside my head.

Hot.
From head to toe, my entire body was burning hot.

It wasn't painful or stinging like a burn, but more like the feeling after soaking in a hot bath around 50 degrees Celsius and then getting out. That exact sensation of heat rapidly leaving your body, making you shiver involuntarily.

*I can't see anything...*

Maybe it was from looking at an extremely bright light, but my vision was blurry, like when you check your phone at maximum brightness right after waking up. Not only that, but my ears felt clogged too, like when water gets trapped in your ears after swimming.

I wanted to close my mouth and pinch my nose to relieve this pressure, but if I grabbed my nose with these hands, it would either fall off, get crushed, or be damaged for sure. Besides, I couldn't let go because of the creature pinned beneath me, held down by my hands.

How did I know someone was beneath me when I couldn't hear or see? Obviously because I was holding onto them.

*I'm dizzy...*

I blinked several times to focus, trying to recall what had just happened. At the moment when the monster opened its mouth to shoot something closer to light than fire, I had lunged forward and covered its mouth with my hand.

To be more precise, rather than covering its mouth, I had gripped the monster's head with my hand. Either its head was small or my hand was large, but it fit perfectly in my grasp. After that, while holding the monster's head, I pushed forward... breaking through the door and out of the courthouse... I think?

I'm not sure. My memory is blank from the moment light burst from the monster's mouth. The only thing I know for certain is that I subdued the monster.

*Damn... Why can't I see properly... And why can't I hear anything...*

Keeping my right hand on the monster, I raised my left arm and rubbed my eyes with my forearm. I must have rubbed too hard because my face stung where my arm had touched, but it seemed to work—my blurry vision gradually became clearer.

As my sight returned to normal, I could finally see the condition of the monster beneath me.

"Ah..."

The monster's face visible between my fingers was charred black, like Choi Hyun's burned back. Needless to say, its hair had long since burned away, and its eyeballs had completely disintegrated.

In a way, it made sense. The light it tried to shoot was hotter than the fire that burned Hyun's back, and instead of firing outward, it had been blocked by my hand and redirected at its own face.

If what I could see between my fingers was this bad, what did the face under my palm look like?
The nauseating smell of burning and the horrific images forming in my mind made me feel sick.

The unseen parts of the monster's face beneath my palm were piecing together like a puzzle in my head.

*How did this happen? No, this isn't right. I didn't mean to kill it. I just... I just...*

Breathing frantically, I looked down at my right hand still gripping the monster's head.
Between my fingers, on the unburned scales of the back of my hand, were golden hairs identical to mine.

"Ugh, uwup...!"

Unable to contain my nausea any longer, I got off the monster and buried my face against the ground, vomiting everything up.

"Kek, keuuk, oweeeek!!"

I dry-heaved several times and spewed stomach acid until my throat stung. I was coughing from lack of breath, tears and mucus streaming down my face, too frantic to even wipe them away.

After throwing up for a while, I finally managed to calm down after one last heave triggered by the acidic smell in my nose and the burnt odor.

"Haa... Haa..."

My hands were trembling.
My throat hurt, and my head was spinning.

I had killed it.
Once again, I had killed with my own hands.

First the beast-type Kaiju, and now this...
For a moment, the image of a blood-covered monster flashed before my eyes, making me flinch.

The thoughts of needing to flee immediately and absolutely not running away collided in my mind.

What would Hyun do if he were here?
He would surely figure something out.

But... Hyun isn't here right now.
And should I call him back after he got hurt protecting me?

*No...*

I... From here on, I need to handle this myself.
But what should I do? How should I do it?

Should I turn myself in first? Should I go to the police? Or to a Hero?
I swallowed dryly and looked around, but the courthouse and surrounding area were in complete chaos.

All the building's windows were shattered, and vehicles from cars to fire trucks and ambulances were all flipped on their sides.
People were unconscious, scattered everywhere.

In this space where everything was destroyed, I alone stood upright.

"Hic..."

I hiccupped involuntarily from the overwhelming situation.
What happens now? Will I be blamed for all of this?

*But there should be CCTV footage or other evidence...*

BOOM——!!

As I turned toward the courthouse, its entrance exploded, spewing crimson flames.
I couldn't hear the sound. I only felt a momentary heat and pressure that indicated something had exploded.

Actually, I didn't even have time to process that.
Fortunately, the flames didn't reach where I was standing, but the blast wave sent me flying.

"Urgh!?"

THUD!

I felt something crumple with a heavy impact as I opened my eyes.
I had crashed into an overturned ambulance.

"Ungh..."

I pulled my arm out from where it had been embedded in the underside of the vehicle and looked toward the courthouse.
When I was closer, I could only see the flames at the entrance, but from this distance, I could tell it was no ordinary fire.

From the first floor where the fire started up to the fifth floor was already filled with bright red flames, and the fire was already spreading to the seventh floor.
Some parts of the wall had completely melted, leaving huge holes. Probably where the blue light from the monster had passed through.

Everything was a mess. Everything was in complete disarray.
As I stared blankly at the burning courthouse...

In the distance, around the 20th floor, I could see people frantically waving something.
There were quite a few of them. They seemed to be people who couldn't evacuate because they were too high up.

There were no Heroes around. The police and firefighters were all unconscious, either from the recent explosion or from the blue light before.
In this situation, I was the only one who could save those people.

—An act performed to defend oneself or others' legal interests—shall not be punished—

I couldn't remember all the difficult words, but it was clearly saying that acts done to help others wouldn't be punished.
If that's the case, if I help those people in this situation...

*I might be found not guilty this time too.*

I could avoid causing trouble for Hyun.
It was an incredibly selfish reason, but without Hyun here, this was the best I could do.

At least, the best I could manage.
Having made up my mind, I ran straight toward the burning entrance of the courthouse, naturally coming face to face with the monster lying at the entrance.

Twitch—

For a moment, I thought I saw the fallen monster's body move, and I flinched, glancing nervously at it, but fortunately, it seemed to be my imagination as there was no further movement.
I closed my eyes tightly, stepped over the monster's corpse, and looked at the courthouse entrance with its raging red flames.

*I have to do this... No, I have no choice.*

For a not guilty verdict, for myself. Because I caused this, I...
Steeling my resolve over and over, I leapt through the broken doors of the courthouse.

The flames licked at my body, but thankfully I didn't burn to death.
It was hot, but not fatally so, allowing me to flap my wings to disperse the smoke as much as possible while searching for the stairs.

*Is it here? No, over there!*

"Keh-hak, euhek!"

My nose and eyes stung terribly, but I endured and continued forward, tearing through a firmly locked metal door with my claws to enter the emergency stairwell.
Fortunately, there wasn't much smoke in the stairwell, making it relatively easy to climb the stairs.

But my short legs made it take annoyingly long to climb each floor.

*This is too slow...!*

It was frustrating, but it was reality.
After a moment's thought, the method I chose was to trust my ridiculously sturdy body and bounce off the walls like a rubber ball, jumping over all the stairs.

Thud! Thud! Thud!

With rough sounds, I climbed the stairs on all fours, sometimes bouncing off the walls, until I reached the 20th floor where the noise was coming from.
The fire hadn't reached here yet, but considering how quickly it was spreading, it wouldn't be long before the flames reached this floor too.

Just as I had done on the first floor, I tore open the firmly closed emergency door with my claws, and came face to face with the people who had taken refuge on the 20th floor.
Just at a glance, there were twenty... no, thirty people.

"——!! —...!?"

"——.... —......"

"......!! ..., ...!?"

They were making a commotion, but I couldn't hear them clearly.
Probably because my eardrums were damaged from the explosion earlier, or from the flames before that.

...It was a bit concerning, but there were more important matters at hand, so I had to endure.
Now is... at least not the time for that.

*There's not enough time to take them down one by one...*

Biting my lip while thinking, a sudden idea made me clench my teeth as I tore at the wall, creating a large hole.
...Would it work?

Cold sweat ran down my face, and my legs nearly gave out as I looked down from the dizzying height.
I decided to test it first, putting strength into my wings. There was a stiff but refreshing pain from around my waist.

*Even if I fall from this height, I won't get hurt anyway...*

After taking a few deep breaths, I closed my eyes tightly and threw myself out through the hole.
The feeling of cutting through the air lasted only a moment before I tried to recall the sensation of moving my wings, flapping them as strongly and quickly as possible.

*Please, work...!!*

After wishing desperately in my heart and flapping my wings several times.

Flap——!!

I flew through the sky.

Ch.70 - Golden Angel
Right after the Giman Catastrophe, as one would expect, the Hunter Association—now called the Hero Association—issued an extermination order for the Berserk Dragon Sigmus and established an operation plan.
At that time, the Korean Hunter Association announced that they weren't limiting recruitment to Korea; "anyone" who was an A-Class Hunter or above could participate in the extermination operation.

They even offered free transportation via airplane, jet, or even space-teleportation Hunters if necessary. The Korean Hunter Association promised all possible support and added the condition that those who succeeded in the extermination could participate in unlimited auctions for the dragon's byproducts.

With these unbelievably generous terms, plus the honor of the Dragon Slayer title and the financial benefits from the byproducts, Hunters worldwide were stirred up. Soon, hundreds of A-Class Hunters and dozens of S-Class Hunters gathered in Korea.

However, since literally "anyone" A-Class or above could participate regardless of whether they were criminals or murderers, public safety in Korea plummeted to rock bottom.

But people at that time couldn't voice any complaints. They knew that if the criminal Hunters returned to their countries and the extermination operation failed, they would all soon die at the hands of the Berserk Dragon.

In that terrible atmosphere, the extermination operation began. After a long month since the operation started, 188 out of 317 A-Class Hunters had died, and 32 out of 77 S-Class Hunters had perished.

Nearly 400 top A and S-Class Hunters from around the world couldn't defeat a single monster and returned to dust. Worse still, Hunters who took the dragon's Breath head-on didn't even leave ashes behind—just black scorch marks.
It was an absurd level of power, like the very embodiment of the word "unreasonable" given life.

Eventually, most of the foreign Hunters abandoned all claims and returned to their countries, even if it meant being labeled cowards and deserters. That's how desperate the situation was.
One of the Hunters who chose to return home told those who remained:

"If you see the blue light, it's already too late. You're either dead or about to die."

That's why blue light became a symbol of despair for Hunters. It was the dragon's fire, a color that meant death.
After the extermination operation ended, some Hunters would have seizures just from looking at a clear blue sky. And one of the Hunters who remained was Ryu Hwa—it was her.

"Ah... damn it..."

As she had been one of the Hunters present then, she instinctively stepped back when she saw the blue light erupting with the explosion at the courthouse.
Her survival instinct shook her body and mind unconsciously.

*There's no way... That bastard definitely, definitely should have died back then!*

Despite having a villain right in front of her who could attack at any moment, she couldn't take her eyes off the erupting blue light.
She tried to deny it repeatedly, telling herself it was just something similar, but the fear imprinted as trauma denied all her rationalizations.

Just before she was completely consumed by fear, the Doctor, who hadn't taken his eyes off the blue light bright enough to blind someone, shouted something close to a scream.

"What is this...!! Ha! Ha! Haha!"

The Doctor clutched his head, frowning, then suddenly laughed, then abruptly began writing something frantically as if possessed.
To Ryu Hwa watching from right beside him, the Doctor looked nothing short of insane.

*What's going on? Has he gone mad?*

Speechless at the Doctor's seemingly deranged behavior, Ryu Hwa pulled out a piece of paper from her pocket and gripped it tightly, ready to cause an explosion at any moment.

*First things first, I need to deal with what's in front of me.*

I can ask Unnie about that light later; I need to focus now.
Belatedly realizing she had lost her focus in front of an enemy, Ryu Hwa broke out in a cold sweat. She tore off a small piece of the paper and caused a tiny explosion in her palm.

With a small crack, an explosion no bigger than a toy firecracker occurred, and Ryu Hwa flinched at the momentary stinging pain. She sighed deeply and glared ahead.

"Shit... My luck is absolute garbage today..."

Wincing at the small hole in the middle of her palm, she shouted at the glowing Doctor with her now-clear mind.

"Hey!! You crazy bastard!! This Noona is so pissed off she might not be able to control her power!? I'm coming to catch you now, so stay still if you don't want to die, got it!?"

But despite her words, the Doctor just giggled without giving any response.
Convinced that words were no longer effective, she approached the Doctor to subdue him.

"Let's go back, right now! We need to use the results of this research!"

At that moment, the Doctor suddenly stopped moving and shouted while looking at Ryu Hwa.
No, not at Ryu Hwa, but at the smoke created by the explosion.

*Wait, the smoke is still rising?*

As soon as that thought crossed her mind, Ryu Hwa immediately threw the paper in her hand, causing an explosion inside the smoke as she twisted her body sideways.
It was an instinctive action, but that move saved her life.

—!!
Ping!

Ryu Hwa frowned and covered her ears at the sharp metallic sound and the dull pain she felt.
Though it was just for a split second, she had visually confirmed that it was a metal fragment that had shot out from the smoke, and she gritted her teeth as she glared into the smoke.

"Ah, you shouldn't have spoken at this timing, Doctor. I could have cut off her head in just a moment."

Along with a genuinely regretful, sighing male voice, a wind blew and cleared away all the black smoke, revealing the man who had been hidden.
Despite taking two explosions head-on, the man had no injuries except for slightly torn sleeves.

*Impossible...! Even though I controlled the power, it was still enough to knock someone unconscious, but he doesn't have a single scratch?*

Though he was a villain, he was still a person with abilities, so she had adjusted the power as much as possible. But Ryu Hwa hadn't expected him to be completely unharmed. She clenched her teeth and gripped the paper tightly.

"Oh? Are you thinking of setting off another one? I don't mind, but it would be quite heartbreaking for the building owner. Haha."

"Damage caused while arresting or eliminating villains is compensated by the Association. What you should worry about is your life, not the building owner."

"Ooh, scary. That's about the power of a plastic explosive, right? Hmm... I don't want to tear up my favorite clothes any more."

"..."

This guy is dangerous. I must deal with him here. Having made that judgment, Ryu Hwa tightly gripped a fist-sized piece of paper and glared at the man.
Seeing her like this, the man smiled like a fox and raised both hands in surrender.

"Now, now, don't be so angry, Ms. Ryu Hwa. I came to help the Doctor today, not to fight, okay? And if you use that entire amount you're holding, it won't just be the rooftop but the entire upper floor that will be blown away. That might be a negative factor in your next S-Class evaluation, you know?"

"Ha! I gave up on S-Class long ago, you bastard. If I wanted that position, I would've cut down on the cursing first."

"Ah, is that so? Then I should change my words a bit. Actually, I gathered all the civilians on the floor right below the rooftop. They should be waking up one by one by now, but if you use that, they'll all go back to sleep!"

Never to wake up again, though.
The man's casual words and smile made him look like he was lying to anyone watching.

If citizens' lives were really at stake, she absolutely couldn't use her power. For a Hero, civilian safety takes priority over capturing criminals.
But...

"Bullshit. You think I wouldn't have checked for that?"

Though she hadn't made S-Class, she was a veteran Hunter who had participated in the Berserk Dragon extermination operation and an A-Class Hero. His bluffing wouldn't work on her.
Or at least, that's what she thought.

—Unnie!! Stop!! People just appeared right below the rooftop where you're standing...!!

"What!? Don't talk nonsense! I checked everything on my way up!! You checked too, didn't you!?"

—I don't know either! Just, suddenly people appeared!!

No way.
Ryu Hwa glared at the man with wide eyes, and he smiled and waved his hand.

"I told you, didn't I? That I 'gathered' them on the floor below."

"You fucking bastard...! Space teleportation ability?!"

"Who knows? That's something you'll have to find out yourself."

As sparks flew from Ryu Hwa's hand with a crackling sound, the man fled toward where the Doctor was.

"Oh my, how scary. I don't have a hobby of exploding and flying away like in old cartoons, so I'll be taking my leave now. Shall we go, Doctor?"

"...Anyway, since there are many fragments of Sigmus left, if we can quickly complete numbers 447 and 448 and bring number 441 here, we can give up on No. 445's ignition organ. If necessary, we can use all of them up to number 450. Finally, finally I've found it, after hundreds of failures—..."

"Oh dear, he's not listening."

The man scratched his cheek with a troubled smile and looked at Ryu Hwa, opening his eyes.
Ryu Hwa gasped when her eyes met his.

"Those eyes...!"

"We of Harmageddon will be withdrawing now."

"Stop!!"

Ryu Hwa threw her paper to stop the man but didn't use her ability to make it explode.
The man knew this too, so he just smiled, let the paper hit him, and stepped back.

With a cracking sound of glass breaking, the space behind the man shattered.

"Well then, goodbye."

With those words, the man disappeared beyond the space, and Ryu Hwa, who had been distracted by him, could finally see what was happening at the courthouse.

"What the hell is that..."

A girl with unforgettable golden wings was alternating between the top and first floor of the courthouse, "rescuing people."
It was quite ironic coming from someone who had participated in the extermination operation, but the sight looked like a golden angel.

Ch.71 - Deaf Angel
Flying through the sky was easier than I expected.

It helped that my wings were larger than my body, and I was much stronger than I thought, so I could take off without having to flap too many times.

*I can do this...!*

I immediately turned my body and returned to the 20th floor of the building.
Since I didn't know how to land yet, I crashed straight into the wall and got my horn stuck again, but this time I hit it head-on so I could pull it out without much difficulty.

"......, ...?"

One of the people staring at me with a dumbfounded expression pointed at me and said something, but I couldn't hear well.
Figuring I should first let them know I couldn't hear, I covered my ears with my hands and then crossed them while shaking my head.

The people seemed startled and huddled together, talking among themselves. Then a large man approached me and showed me his phone.

[I saw you fighting downstairs earlier. Are you planning to kill us too?]

I frowned at the chilling message and shook my head.

"I came to save the people here. I have no intention of killing anyone."

Honestly, even I think I sound untrustworthy.
What would Hyun have said?

...I don't know. Let's not get distracted now.
After mumbling for a bit, I looked up to see the people gathering again to discuss something.

Of course, I couldn't hear a thing, so I had no idea what they were talking about.
Eventually, the man who had shown me his phone earlier approached again and showed me his screen.

[What's your plan?]

"You just saw it. I'll carry people and fly them out."

"――!!"

"――...!?"

"...! ―...!!"

As soon as I finished speaking, people started buzzing with conversation. Well, if I could hear them despite my hearing impairment, they must have been shouting extremely loudly.
Probably... they didn't believe what I said.

Honestly, I wonder why they can't believe this, but...
Thinking about it carefully, I guess it's understandable.

If I were in their shoes and a winged kid who looked like a third or fourth grader came up and said, "For the sake of saving your life, let's do a free dive from twenty stories up without a parachute or safety equipment," I'd probably panic and struggle too.
No, I'd flat-out refuse on the spot, asking if they were crazy. Oh, so those people must be cursing at me right now.

For the first time, I felt grateful that I couldn't hear.
If I had heard them cursing directly, I would've just stood there awkwardly, not knowing what to do.

*There's a big difference between hearing curses directly and not hearing them.*

Wait, they wouldn't write curses on their phones to show me... would they?
Surely not... even they wouldn't go that far.

As I blinked and looked at the people, that man approached again and showed me his phone screen.
I was worried there might be curses written on it, but fortunately, there weren't.

[Is tHere nO otHer way?]

The text the man showed me had terrible spelling. That probably meant he was quite flustered.
And as for other methods, the only thing that came to mind right now was taking these people down to the first floor.

But the people here would surely die before reaching the first floor.
The third and fourth floors, which were already completely burned, would be filled with toxic gas, and by now the fire would have spread past the seventh floor to the eighth—how could I take these people through that?

Even though I know nothing about rescue operations, I can tell this is nonsense.

"...No, there isn't. I saw the fire spreading up to the seventh floor on my way up. This is the best method I can attempt."

[It seems too dangerous to just fly through the air without any safety equipment. Isn't there anyone else who can help? Fire trucks? Or maybe another Hero?]

"The fire will reach the 20th floor faster than fire trucks can get here. As for Heroes..."

Hyun. Noona Ha-Young.
I knew both of them, but I couldn't call them right now.

Noona Ha-Young would already be aware of the situation and sending people, so there was no point in calling her, and Hyun...

*....*

After finishing my thought, I shook my head.

"Among the people I know... there's no one..."

The man repeatedly raised and lowered his phone in response, then roughly scratched his head and let out a deep sigh.
With my hearing gone, the emotions in his expression seemed even more vivid.

Resignation, anger, irritation, fear, and even sadness.
With a confused expression, the man covered his face with one hand, continuously sighing, then held out his phone once more.

[I'll go first]

Looking up at the man after reading those six determined words, I could vaguely sense what he was thinking from his tense expression.

Rather than sending others into a potentially life-threatening situation, he would sacrifice himself.
In response to the man's words, the people around approached him and tried to persuade him otherwise. But the man's expression didn't change.

Eventually, the surrounding people backed away with gloomy expressions, and one woman suddenly rushed toward me and grabbed my collar.

"――!! ―...!!!"

I was startled by the sudden collar grab, but seeing her expression that looked like she might burst into tears at any moment, I couldn't say anything.
The man gently held the woman's shoulders and shook his head, and only then did she release my collar and burst into tears.

The man knelt on one knee in front of me, lightly straightened my clothes, and showed me his phone.

[Sorry, we were supposed to have our wedding next month]

"It's okay."

[Thanks for understanding]

After saying that with a bitter smile, the man gently patted my head, let out a deep sigh, and showed me his phone.

[So what do I need to do now?]

"Just stand still. And absolutely don't struggle."

As the man nodded, I flapped my wings lightly behind him to match his height, then hugged him from behind, slipping my hands through his arms.

"Let's go."

With that, I started flapping my wings vigorously.
The sudden change in weight almost made me drop for a moment, but fortunately, I quickly regained stability by spreading my wings as wide as possible and flapping them.

Of course, it wasn't easy. Flying alone and flying while carrying someone else were completely different in terms of difficulty.
Not that I couldn't fly at all, but it felt more like gliding than actually flying through the sky.

But that was enough for now.
I didn't need to go somewhere higher—I was going from a high place to a lower one, which actually worked to my advantage.

*Still, this is a bit tough...*

It's not like I've been flying for 10 or 20 years—I just flew for the first time, so it was a bit difficult to control direction or altitude while hugging someone else, but I managed to set the man down on the rooftop of the building right in front of us without any major incidents.

"...!! ...――!!"

The man on the rooftop looked at his trembling hands in disbelief, then clenched his fists and cheered.
Eventually, he approached me and thrust his phone in my face.

[Thank you]

I stared blankly at the screen with those two words, then nodded my stiff neck.
The man nodded back at me. I honestly wasn't sure what he meant by it, but it didn't feel bad.

I immediately flapped my wings and returned to the courthouse, where the woman who had grabbed my collar earlier blinked at me.

"The rescue was successful."

At those words, the woman covered her face with both hands and her shoulders trembled, while the people around approached me and said various things.
Honestly, I couldn't hear a word of it.

After a brief commotion, I began moving the people in the courthouse outside one by one.
Maybe because someone had already taken the lead, no one struggled much or refused rescue saying they didn't trust me.

One thing I learned while rescuing several people:
Even with impaired hearing, I could still hear screams quite well.

"――...!!"

*That's a loud voice.*

I don't mean I could understand clearly—just that I could hear a single clear sound like "Aaaah!" and recognize, "Oh, that's a scream."
Still, after moving about seven people, they struggled less. They probably realized I wasn't there to eat them or kill them, but to rescue them.

After that, maybe ten more trips? By then, my muffled hearing started to return little by little, and I could hear a bit of what people were saying.

"Next!"

"...me! I'll ...next!"

Looking around while shouting the same way, I saw a woman in a business suit raising her hand and shouting something.
I wasn't sure what she said, but assuming she meant she wanted to go next, I stretched out my arms, and she ran over and picked me up.

What's this?
She must have seen how the previous people flew.

"If we do it like this, you'll fall while we're flying."

"...! ...right!"

"?"

Since my hearing hadn't fully returned, I couldn't hear her at all this time, so I tilted my head in confusion, adjusted my posture, and then flapped my wings to jump outside.

"Yaaa――hooo!!"

*What was that?*

That just now sounded more like a cheer than a scream?
...Nah, I must have misheard.

Ch.72 - Stop It...!
Flying through the air isn't an ordinary feat.
Carrying people while flying is even more extraordinary.

*My back is so stiff...*

I thought I had good endurance, but after flapping my wings vigorously to go up and down twenty floors dozens of times, I'd reached my limit.
The area around my wings felt like it was about to snap.

How should I describe it? Like muscle pain from excessive exercise.
It felt like being a newborn fawn trying to walk down stairs after an intense leg day.

Every flap of my wings sent shooting pains from my waist throughout my entire body.

"Haah..."

I suddenly understood why chicken breast and other bird meat is so dry and tough.
Flapping wings requires so much muscle power, and birds have to do it every day just to survive, so of course their muscles would be dense. And dense muscles are naturally tough.

*I'm definitely going to be sore tomorrow...*

Ignoring the pain rising from my waist, I returned to the 20th floor of the courthouse and looked around.
Only one person remained on this floor—a woman with glasses and a ponytail.

She could have gone earlier, but she had insisted that I evacuate others first, caring for everyone else until the very end.

Standing before someone who seemed much more suited to being a Hero than me—who had rushed in without a plan just hoping for an acquittal—made me feel... guilty.

...Technically I'm not a Hero either, but still, it was awkward.
Especially when she was looking at me with sparkling eyes.

"You're the last one? I'll take you down right away, please come here."

"Ah, yes, I'm coming...!"

"?"

Wait, I can hear now?
For a moment I thought I'd misheard, rubbing my ears with my wrists and blinking.

"Could you say that again?"

"Um... what should I say?"

"Ah, it's fine now."

I hadn't misheard—I really could hear.
I'd been worried I'd have to live like this forever....

"Thank goodness..."

As I sighed with relief, the woman seemed to realize I could understand her words and widened her eyes.

"You can hear now?"

"Huh? Ah, yes..."

"That's great!"

I was just going to move on, but she seemed genuinely happy for me, which made me feel awkward.
Regardless of my awkwardness, evacuation came first, so I embraced her from behind and took flight.

"Yahoo!!"

That was a genuine cheer. What I'd heard wasn't my imagination.
I made a sour face as I gently flapped my wings to maintain altitude.

It's not that cheering is strange. Of course you'd cheer after nearly dying.
But isn't cheering a bit excessive when a building is burning and people might have died?

Am I being too sensitive?
Or did something change in the ten years I was gone?

"...Why are you cheering?"

"Hm?"

"You almost died. I'd understand if you were relieved or crying from joy, but cheering..."

Seems a bit off.
And it wasn't just one or two people—more than half of them made similar sounds, so they must have all been cheering.

Unable to contain my curiosity, I asked. The woman blinked, then let out a small sigh and closed her eyes.
Her expression suggested she had a lot to say but didn't know where to start.

"Well... it's a bit difficult to explain. There's so much to tell..."

"If it's something serious, you don't have to tell me."

"Hmm? Ahaha, it's not particularly serious."

After an awkward laugh and a brief pause, she sighed lightly and continued.

"It's just... so many people died after the Singularity Incident, you know?"

I'd already heard about the massive death toll from Hyun.
The Giman Catastrophe alone claimed an enormous number of lives, and if you count from the Singularity Incident, the numbers would be staggering.

I didn't know exactly how many died, but it was certainly far more than I could imagine.
A bitter taste filled my mouth as I nodded stiffly.

The woman must have felt the same way, as she smiled bitterly while continuing.

"So many people died that we barely had the energy to grieve. But after that catastrophe... instead of mourning the dead, people became more focused on celebrating with the living."

"I see..."

"Of course, that's not the only reason. The biggest change was when Hunters started being called Heroes."

"Wasn't it like that when Heroes were called Hunters?"

"...Back then, Villains were also called Hunters."

Though brief, her explanation was immediately clear.
The atmosphere became slightly awkward, and I nodded while flapping my wings again to regain altitude.

By the time our conversation ended, we had arrived at the rooftop where the others were waiting.

I flapped my wings hard to reduce speed, then safely set down the last woman on the rooftop.

Seventeen minutes. I had rescued thirty-eight people in seventeen minutes.
After a brief silence, cheers erupted.

"We're alive...!! We made it!!"

"Thank you! Really, thank you, kid...!"

"You saved us... thank you..."

People approached me, repeatedly expressing their gratitude.
It was embarrassing, but I couldn't help smiling at the strange feeling.

"Ahaha..."

To be honest, I felt a bit guilty.
I hadn't rescued these people because I wanted to save them, but for my own personal reasons.

Still, I didn't show it outwardly.
Simply put, the outcome was good regardless of my intentions. And... what's good is good.

*Yeah, what's good is good.*

That's what I decided to believe. No need to give myself a headache over it.
As I watched people cheering and rejoicing, I slowly backed away.

Standing among the happy people made me feel guilty despite my pretense, and I felt somewhat burdened by people thanking me.
Plus, there was something I absolutely needed to confirm.

"Thank you, angel!!"

I flinched at the word "angel" that came through the cheers.
I couldn't pretend I hadn't heard it this time, as there were so many people around that my body's reaction was noticed.

"Angel?"

"He came to help as soon as the accident happened. And he's not even a Hero."

"Not a Hero? Let me see—ah, right, I remember now. You're that kid who was on trial, aren't you?"

"He really is an angel."

The people who had started chattering arbitrarily began calling me an angel.
They weren't being fanatical—it was more like the cooing you'd do when seeing something adorable.

That made it even more creepy.
Despite my appearance, I was an eighteen-year-old young man—being called an angel was...

This time I was conscious enough not to flinch, but my ears twitched involuntarily whenever the word "angel" came up.
The people around me realized I could hear them and widened their eyes.

"Can you hear what we're saying?"

"Ah... yes."

The moment I nodded unconsciously, praise poured in from all around.

"Angel, you're the best!!"

"Thank you, angel! You saved us!"

"Are you really not an angel? Why are you so cute?"

"Awww! Why are you so adorable? Look at how your face is turning red from embarrassment!"

The men called me angel like uncles teasing their nephews, while women approached without hesitation to pat my head or hold my hands.
I wanted to back away but couldn't. If I moved carelessly now, the people here might get hurt. If I pushed these people away with my strength, they wouldn't just be pushed—they'd go flying.

And especially with the person holding my hand, one wrong twitch of my finger could cause a disaster...
Knowing this made it impossible for me to move.

"P-please stop..."

In the end, my maximum resistance was to tremble and ask them to stop.
Stop...! Please stop...!

* * *

In a dark alley where cheers could be heard.
No. 445, a girl who looked exactly like Yu Sia, leaned against the wall, listening to people calling Yu Sia an angel.

"...I'm jealous."

I'm jealous of my sister surrounded by people who find her cute.
I'm jealous of my sister who everyone praises.

Unlike me, who can only burn things, I'm jealous of my sister who can fly freely through the sky.
And yet... I hate how she pretends she's the only one suffering.

"It's not fair..."

I wanted to be welcomed like that too.
I wish everyone would like me and find me cute...

The girl, wavering precariously between jealousy and resignation, felt a chill and mumbled before sighing.

"Well... it doesn't matter anymore..."

*It's too late to wish for that now.*

As the girl stood up, a fox-faced man suddenly appeared.

"—You're here?"

"Of course. How could I leave my 'family' behind? Now, let's go home."

"...Yes."

With a sound like tearing fabric—

All traces of presence vanished from the alley.

Ch.73 - Unexpected Incident
Not long after the rescue ended, police, firefighters, and heroes arrived as additional support.
Of course, they had come to help, but since the situation was already over, there didn't seem to be much for them to do besides putting out the fire in the courthouse building and checking on the condition of the rescued people.

No, wait. Thinking about it, they also needed to flip overturned cars back upright and check if anyone else was injured.
The explosion earlier had shattered all the windows of nearby shops, so they'd need to assess that damage too...

*There's more to do than I thought...*

It's always best to keep your mouth shut when you don't know much. I'm glad I didn't go around blabbing unnecessarily.
As the police, firefighters, and heroes arrived, people started leaving, and I ended up alone on the rooftop where I'd set everyone down, but I didn't particularly mind.

*It's not so bad not being called an angel anymore.*

The people who were with me earlier had asked me to go down with them, but no way. It was obvious they'd keep trying to pet me on the way down, so I declined.
Of course, I didn't outright refuse. I smoothly declined by saying I'd used too much energy flying around and needed to rest. Everyone understood and let it go.

Thanks to that, I remained alone on the rooftop, watching heroes and police officers cleaning up the scene, heroes and firefighters rushing to put out fires, and heroes and paramedics taking care of the injured.

There was no particular reason for watching; I was just observing. But really, heroes are everywhere now. I'd heard that heroes had become essential, and now I understood what that meant.

How could I distinguish heroes among so many people? Simply because their clothes were so distinctive.
Whether it was to attract attention or to make a name for themselves, they wore flashy outfits that screamed "I'm a hero!" It would have been stranger not to notice them.

*Come to think of it, Hyun used to wear clothes like that too.*

No, he went even further with a cape.
Do all S-Class Heroes wear capes? Or is Hyun special?

*I'm exhausted...*

Like a drying squid, I was half-leaning against the railing in a slumped position, thinking all sorts of useless thoughts.
Maybe it was because I was tired, but really pointless thoughts kept coming to mind.

The one fortunate thing was that I wasn't having negative thoughts like wanting to die or wondering why I was in this state.
Instead, my whole body ached as if I'd been rolled up in a straw mat, and I didn't even have the strength to stand straight. That's why I was hanging on the railing like dried seafood.

*They say when you're completely drained, you don't have useless thoughts. Guess that's true.*

It wasn't an experience I particularly wanted to have, but somehow it turned out that way.
Well, I had just experienced real "pain" for the first time since becoming this body after fighting in the fire, and I'd carried over thirty people during my first flight, so it would be stranger if I wasn't tired.

It would be somewhat better if only my body was tired, but with mentally exhausting things happening too...

"...Ah."

I was so overwhelmed that I'd forgotten for a moment. The monster's corpse should be over there...
Should be... Wait, where is it? It was right there...

*Where did it go?*

I stared intently at the flat ground in front of the stairs leading up to the courthouse, where the reporters had been standing.
Thinking I might have seen wrong, I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again, even pressed my wrist against my eyelids and removed it, but no matter how many times I looked, nothing changed.

The monster's corpse had disappeared without a trace.
If my memory wasn't wrong, it had definitely collapsed there, but in that short time, someone must have cleared it away because it was literally gone without a trace.

I couldn't have confused the location. It's impossible to forget such a shocking experience.
If someone had checked and moved the body, they would have definitely come looking for me. At least forty people had witnessed my fight with the monster, including the judge, prosecutor, and spectators.

So if no one came looking for me, that means...
No way.

*It wasn't dead?*

It was alive in that horrible state? How is that even possible?
Then, that slight movement I saw wasn't my imagination? How could it possibly be alive in that condition?

Its face was clearly—

*...*

I squeezed my eyes shut at the horrific image of the monster that suddenly came to mind.
I tried hard to divert my thoughts elsewhere to forget the monster's face.

If it's alive, should I be happy that I didn't kill it?
Or should I worry that it might pop up somewhere again?

I sighed as my head became complicated with thoughts leading to more thoughts.

*Don't think too hard... Keep it simple, keep it simple...*

How can I think simply when the problem isn't simple?
That thought crossed my mind, but I forced myself to simplify it anyway.

*I won this time, so I just need to win next time too.*

Whatever happens, happens. I don't care anymore. That was essentially what I meant, but I couldn't help it. I felt like I wouldn't be able to handle it otherwise.

Half out of my mind from the tremendous shock, I was staring blankly at where the monster had been lying when I pressed the back of my hand to my forehead, which was throbbing.

Whether from thinking too much or because my body, heated from the fire, hadn't cooled down yet, my forehead was burning hot.
Judging by the throbbing in my head, it was probably from thinking too much.

"Hah..."

Feeling dizzy, I got down from the railing and crouched in place, afraid I might fall.
Actually, falling wouldn't hurt me, but I didn't want to attract attention.

I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, releasing the heat built up in my chest.
It was a bit concerning that sparks were occasionally flying out, but I kept expelling heat without much thought.

It felt like a heavy stone was sitting on my chest, and if I didn't release the heat somehow, I felt like I would burn to death.

*Ah... my dress will burn...*

When this thought suddenly occurred to me and I opened my eyes, sure enough, my dress was already covered in black soot.
Strangely, the fire that hadn't appeared at all during the fight was now coming out freely, which I couldn't understand.

That aside, I tilted my head back, worried that if my clothes caught fire, it would cause a scene.

Ding—

My horns hit the railing, making a clear sound.
...The impact was strong enough to make my skull ring.

"Sss..."

I took a deep breath and let out another sigh.
In that moment, I felt the heat rapidly draining from my overheated heart, and warm air brushed against my face.

When I opened my eyes with a start, red flames flickered before me and then scattered.
Not the smoke or sparks I had exhaled when I first woke up in the hospital or when I fought the beast-type monster, but the same bright red flames that the monster had breathed out.

"?"

How?
No, why now of all times?

Moreover, after breathing fire, the heat in my forehead subsided.
Had that been the cause of my body feeling hot all this time?

I blinked and tapped my mouth area with my forearm, wondering if I had burned myself.
But strangely, I was completely fine. Not just fine, but absolutely unaffected.

Well, if I hadn't been fine, it wouldn't have been just around my mouth but my entire mouth cavity that would have been destroyed.

*What's really going on?*

Did something change after meeting that monster? Otherwise, suddenly breathing fire makes no sense.
While I was confused and trying to figure out what was happening, a woman with fiery red hair landed on the rooftop where I was.

Boom!

With a landing so rough it shook the rooftop floor, the red-haired woman appeared and immediately frowned when our eyes met.

I involuntarily trembled at the clear hostility that needed no confirmation.

*Who is this person?*

Sensing that staying still would only lead to trouble, I immediately stood up.
The woman, who had been quietly observing me, looked me up and down before breaking into a fierce smile. Her expression was disturbingly similar to someone who had been breathing fire below.

"Finally found you, you fucking lizard bastard."

"...??"

I couldn't understand why she was showing such sudden hostility, and now she was cursing at me so bluntly.
At this point, she was practically asking for a fight. What's going on? Do I need to fight? Is she someone from Harmageddon sent to capture me?

As I blinked in confusion, not understanding the situation, the woman, looking at me as if I were something contemptible, burst into a mocking laugh.

"Ha, have you been deceiving others with that kind of acting until now? Sure, with a child's body making that kind of expression, people would naturally fall for it. Fucking hell, just like the bastard who caused the Giman Catastrophe, look how insidious you are. It makes me sick, really."

Though most of it was cursing, I flinched at the mention of the Giman Catastrophe mixed in among the curses.
That statement meant she knew I was created based on the Light Dragon.

"Ha, you remember but pretend not to know? Deceive those who can be deceived, you lizard bastard. You can't fool my eyes, of all people."

"No, why are you suddenly—"

Before I could finish speaking, a piece of paper flew toward my face.

*Paper?*

What's with the sudden—

"Oof!?"

As I was wondering what was happening and looking at the paper, I felt my face being pressed hard.
The pressure was so strong that I, who had been standing in an awkward position, fell backward and sat down.

"Aish...!"

I shook my head to check what was covering my face, and it turned out to be a hand covered in calluses.
The hand seemed familiar, so I immediately tried to look up, but my horns hit the railing with a ding! and I failed.

I moved my body slightly forward and raised my head, meeting eyes with Hyun, who had a haggard face.

"Sorry, I'm late because I was getting treatment."

"Choi Hyun...!"

—Psshhhk!!

Black smoke was rising from Hyun's hand as he spoke.
And that hand had snatched the paper that was flying toward me.

With unexpected events happening one after another, I didn't know how to react.

Blink, blink.

In the end, all I could do was stupidly blink my eyes, looking back and forth between Hyun and the crazy red-haired woman.

Ch.74 - Such A Thing
Choi Hyun looked at Yu Sia, who was blinking in surprise, gave a light smile, and then turned to Ryu Hwa.
At first glance, Ryu Hwa's expression seemed calm, but having known her for a long time, Choi Hyun could tell.

That seemingly calm face was like a warning light, indicating her rationality could snap at any moment.
But despite knowing this, Choi Hyun confronted her. For the sake of his childhood friend behind him, he absolutely couldn't back down.

"That seems like a cruel joke, Big Sis Ryu Hwa."

As Choi Hyun spoke and opened his hand, charred scraps of paper fell to the ground.
Watching silently, Ryu Hwa frowned deeply and opened her mouth.

"If it looks like I'm joking, you should get your eyes treated first. Or maybe get a psychological evaluation."

It might have sounded like she was concerned about his health, but in reality, she was blatantly insulting him, essentially saying, "Are your eyes messed up, or have you lost your mind?"

Noting that at least she hadn't used profanity, which suggested some room for dialogue, Choi Hyun dusted the remaining ash from his hands and said:

"It's troublesome even if it was a joke, but if what just happened wasn't a joke, that's even more problematic."

"Problematic? What's problematic about a Hero killing a Monster? Especially one that destroyed a courthouse?"

"An act committed to defend oneself or another person from unjust infringement of rights is not punishable when there is reasonable cause. That's Article 21, Section 1 of the Criminal Code. And as for the fire caused by this incident, it wasn't caused by this—"

Trailing off, Choi Hyun placed his hand on Yu Sia's head and continued.

"—kid, so there's no point in discussing it in the first place."

"Ha, I see you've studied some law and think you can lecture me... Hero Law Article 13: Heroes have the authority to execute immediate judgment on Monsters that cause property, social, economic, psychological, or human casualties. You're not going to claim you don't know that, are you?"

"You seem to have forgotten the addendum after the Bak Gwang-Cheol case: 'Monsters who have completed Monster registration are exempt from immediate judgment.'"

Ryu Hwa fell silent at Choi Hyun's words, which targeted her weak point without hesitation.
In truth, Ryu Hwa knew she had no legitimate grounds to attack Yu Sia. She couldn't not know—she was an A-Class Hero after all.

And...

—When you get there, there'll be a blonde kid with horns. You might mistake them for a Monster, but they're already a registered entity, so don't cause trouble by messing with them.

This information had been relayed to Ryu Hwa long before she arrived at the scene, so claiming ignorance was nonsensical.
Yet she had pretended not to know, pretended not to hear, and attacked Yu Sia anyway.

She had launched an attack filled with enough killing intent to somewhat penetrate the durability of an S-Class Hero... no, of Choi Hyun.
If any other Hero had held that paper, they would now be paying the price for fearlessly gripping what she had thrown.

"If it burned my palm, how much force did you use? Didn't you think about the people below?"

At Choi Hyun's words, Ryu Hwa gritted her teeth and clenched her fist.
Veins bulged on the back of her hand, and her fist trembled, unable to contain her own strength.

"...Even if it had exploded, it would have spread in a straight line. The people below would have suffered nothing worse than temporary hearing loss."

"'Nothing worse'? For a Hero who should minimize harm to civilians to knowingly act in a way that would harm them is completely unacceptable—"

As Hyun continued speaking, Ryu Hwa glared at Choi Hyun and Yu Sia hiding behind him with bloodshot eyes and spoke.

"Fuck, so...! Am I supposed to just stand by knowing that thing is the Berserk Dragon...? Huh? Answer me, you bastard...!"

"Sia is..."

As Choi Hyun began to speak, Ryu Hwa pointed at him with wide, frantic eyes.

"Sia? Ha, now you've even given Sigmus a name? Since when were you so friendly with the Berserk Dragon?"

"...Sia is not the Berserk Dragon. You know that too. That monster is dead."

"Ha. Haha. What? So I saw that blue flame. I saw that thing breathe fire, and you're saying I saw wrong? That my memory is wrong...? I saw that flame that killed my husband right before my eyes!!!"

Ryu Hwa shouted, glaring at Yu Sia with bloodshot eyes, and met the gaze of Yu Sia, who was trembling behind Choi Hyun.
Seeing Yu Sia trembling in fear with tears in her eyes like a real child, Ryu Hwa momentarily superimposed the image of her own daughter over Yu Sia.

Her mind told her this was deception, that this was the creature who had tricked people during the Giman Catastrophe by pretending to be attacked and captured.
Ryu Hwa's mind prepared to attack, but her body couldn't bring itself to strike Yu Sia, who appeared as a child.

"Sia is a victim who was kidnapped and modified into a Monster by Harmageddon."

"..."

"You know how terrible Harmageddon is. Do you think Sia wanted to become like this?"

At Choi Hyun's words, Ryu Hwa, who had been grinding her teeth in frustration, frantically ran her hands through her hair before pulling at it.
She pulled so hard that strands came out, and she stomped the ground repeatedly.

CRASH!!

Finally, she smashed the railing with her fist, denting it, then looked up at the sky and screamed.

"FUUUUCK!!"

Ryu Hwa couldn't hold back and let out a scream. It was closer to a shriek... no, more like a seizure.
Her voice was so loud that it echoed, causing not only civilians but also Heroes, police, and firefighters working below to stop what they were doing and look up.

"Haa... Haa..."

Ryu Hwa panted, looking down at her left hand, which was dripping blood.
When she pulled her hand away from the metal railing she had struck, her palm was cut by the torn metal.

The sound of the burning courthouse, the dizzying sirens, the heat that felt like it would burn her entire body, and the blood flowing on the ground.
Everything around her triggered her trauma.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to erase the images flashing in her mind and brushed back her bangs with her left hand.
This naturally smeared blood across her face, but Ryu Hwa, who had half lost her senses, paid no attention to this and glared at Choi Hyun.

"You and your sister... I'll deal with both of you later."

After saying this, she gave Yu Sia one final glare before turning around and jumping off the building's roof.
People looking up at the building were startled to see someone suddenly jump, but when they realized it was the A-Class Hero Ryu Hwa, they discreetly looked away.

It was already well-known that getting involved with the Association's "crazy woman" would bring nothing good, so interest naturally dispersed.
Additionally, they tried to divert attention from what had happened on the roof.

*That crazy woman must have done something crazy again...*

People tried to move on with that thought.
But when they realized which building she had jumped from, they paused what they were doing.

*Wait, wasn't the angel resting on that rooftop?*

*Ryu Hwa came down from there? While cursing?*

*No way...!!*

People unconsciously looked up and exchanged glances with others who had been on the rooftop.

They didn't know what each other was thinking. But they understood at least one thing, so those who made eye contact nodded.

Those being interviewed told the police that people were still up there, while those who had finished their interviews quietly remained in place, hoping nothing had happened to the angel.

What else could they do? They were just ordinary people after all.

They desperately wanted to return to the rooftop, but common sense dictated that civilians couldn't freely enter a crime scene, so the best they could do was leave it to the police and Heroes and pray.

Watching from the rooftop, Choi Hyun assessed the situation from the lip movements of the people and the behavior of the Heroes and police looking up, while Yu Sia heard the people's conversations with her transcendent hearing and blinked.

"People seem to like you quite a bit."

"Yeah... well..."

Yu Sia answered somewhat glumly. But it wasn't because she felt bad—rather, she was happy but didn't want her childhood friend to know she was called an angel.
Watching Yu Sia's reaction, Choi Hyun scratched his eyebrow, at a loss for words.

*She already knows everything...*

What could he do when she was trying so desperately to hide it? He'd have to pretend not to know for now.
With that thought, Choi Hyun patted Yu Sia's head.

"Good job."

"...I didn't do anything special."

Blinking at Choi Hyun's words, Yu Sia gently pushed away his hand from her head and turned away.
Seeing her act like a shy girl, Choi Hyun suppressed the laughter that almost escaped and continued.

"Ahem, what do you mean you didn't do anything special? How is saving people nothing special?"

"That was just... to get acquitted for fighting that fire-breathing monster."

Yu Sia's ears drooped as she spoke.
Knowing that those drooping ears were a sign that Yu Sia was genuinely dejected, Choi Hyun scratched his head.

"So what? The important thing is that you helped others, regardless of your reason. Even I didn't start being a Hero to help others—I started to find you."

Did I hear that wrong? Yu Sia blinked, almost unconsciously rubbing her ear before catching herself. She flinched and looked up at Choi Hyun.
Seeing Yu Sia's expression as she pointed at herself, Choi Hyun shrugged as if to say "what's the problem?"

"Anyway, what I want to say is that regardless of the reason, the fact that you helped people is what matters. Got it?"

Yu Sia stared blankly at Choi Hyun's face as he spoke with a charming smile, then slightly turned her head to avoid his eyes and nodded.
Though she was trying to act as if nothing was wrong, the tips of Yu Sia's long ears were already bright red.

*This is admiration... Yes, just admiration...*

"By the way, saving thirty-seven people on your first rescue is impressive."

"Ah, uh, yeah..."

The number of people Yu Sia had saved wasn't thirty-seven, but thirty-eight.
But Yu Sia, focused on calming her racing heart, didn't even notice that Choi Hyun's number was off.

Ch.75 - The Hero And The Beast
With the help of heroes, police, and firefighters, the incident was finally resolved.
Now all that remained was the matter concerning Sia, but that wasn't particularly worrying.

The main culprit behind this incident wasn't Sia but someone else, and Sia had only fought to protect others.
Moreover, she even rescued people in place of the immobilized police and firefighters, so...

There would be no need for mitigating circumstances—the case wouldn't even go to trial. The judge would simply review the submitted documents and dismiss it immediately.
If she had been an unregistered monster, they might have called her in for questioning, but Sia wasn't even that.

*One worry off my mind...*

Though one major hurdle had been cleared, this wasn't the end.
No, it was more like things were just beginning.

*Just considering what happened today...*

Simultaneously with the terrorist attack at the courthouse, an explosion occurred at a nearby shopping district.
Indiscriminate terrorism designed to capture people's attention and tie up heroes—the same tactics as before.

Fortunately, we had prepared sufficiently to minimize casualties from the random attacks, but the real problem was on our end.
It was only because Sia somehow managed to defeat that monster that things didn't turn out much worse.

It's not that we didn't foresee this situation.
These were the same people who had been openly setting off bombs and committing acts of terrorism throughout the city.

How could we not have known when they openly provoked us by declaring, "We'll be coming for Yu Sia soon"?
...Saying it like this makes it sound like we knew but still got caught, and that's the truth, so I have no excuse.

*...Damn it.*

It's not that I was careless.
It's ridiculous to say this after everything that's happened, but we truly prepared thoroughly.

First, we increased security several times over, and even stationed heroes inside the courthouse under the pretext of safety.
Of course, to avoid unnecessary friction over disregarding public authority, we were limited to two C-Class Heroes and one B-Class Hero, but at least we managed to deploy heroes.

The difference between having heroes present or not is like heaven and earth.
That wasn't all. In case anything happened, we had heroes on standby, ready to provide immediate support.
They were prepared to join and resolve the situation as soon as anything occurred.

I didn't expect that Ryu Hwa would be one of those on standby, but she is one of the few A-Class Heroes in Korea.
Though she tends to lose her composure when dealing with matters related to the Light Dragon, she was still a reliable ally aside from that.

Not only that, but considering Go Il-Nam, the former A-Class Hero who now serves as the head of the court security management team, we had a total of five heroes at the courthouse: myself, an S-Class Hero; Ryu Hwa and Go Il-Nam, both A-Class Heroes; one B-Class; and two C-Class Heroes.

Some might think what could just five heroes accomplish, but considering that presidential security is handled by just two S-Class Heroes, having one S-Class and two A-Class Heroes was more than sufficient—it was actually excessive.
But...

*The alarm never sounded.*

The plan went wrong from the start.
The alarm that should have sounded as soon as Harmageddon's intrusion was confirmed never rang.

Even now, after everything was over, it still hadn't sounded.

*The alarm was the responsibility of two C-Class Heroes and one B-Class Hero.*

One of the C-Class Heroes stationed inside the building had the ability to transmit his voice to people within a certain range.
Though he was only C-Class, the minimum rank allowed on site, his ability was well-suited for this mission.

The B-Class Hero was assigned to guard the C-Class Hero who would serve as the communication network and to help maintain vigilance.
But in the end, the alarm never sounded.

If it had rung even belatedly, I could have assumed they were prevented by Harmageddon's interference, but since it still hasn't sounded, there are three possibilities:

*Either they were killed by Harmageddon...*

Or they were persuaded to betray us.
Or they were Harmageddon's spies from the beginning.

If they were killed by Harmageddon, I'd be criticized for sending unsuspecting C-Class Heroes to their deaths.
If they betrayed us after being persuaded, there would be an uproar about unqualified individuals being selected as heroes.

And if they were spies who became heroes from the start...

*Hah...*

All options were headache-inducing.
I almost sighed deeply in this overwhelming situation, but with Sia right beside me, I held it in and just pressed my temples.

Just then, Sia tugged at my clothes, so I looked down.
She was looking up at me with a worried expression.

"Are you okay?"

Even though she must be struggling herself—much more than someone as worn down as me—she was asking if I was alright.
Whether consciously or unconsciously, she was tugging at my clothes rather than touching my injured body.

I found her consideration both admirable and touching, though part of me wished she would take care of herself first.

Looking at Sia blinking up at me, I smiled slightly and was about to nod in response.

"Of course—"

I'm fine. It's nothing. Don't worry.
None of the words that came to mind could make it past my lips.

—You're not fine at all! How could you possibly be fine!!

That sudden thought made me close my mouth.
What should I say in this situation? That I'm not okay? That it's hard?

After staring at Sia for a while without answering, I scratched my head and sighed.

*Some hero I am, thinking about leaning on someone else.*

If the old man had heard this, he would have certainly scolded me.
Asking how I could be a hero with such a rotten mindset.

No... back then, was it "hunter" instead?
With a bitter smile at the hazy memory, I gently patted Sia's head.

"Of course I'm fine. Don't worry. It's nothing."

"Are you really okay?"

"Potion, kid, potion. Drink half, pour half on the wound, and it all heals. Besides, if I couldn't handle this much, how could I be an S-Class Hero?"

Of course... though I said this.
The truth is, I'm not okay at all.

If I didn't have the durability and recovery ability of someone at my level, these would have been fatal injuries long ago.
Third-degree burns all over my body, and fourth-degree burns on my back where I took a direct hit from the fire... just standing still—no, just breathing—is painful all over.

And that's not all. Not only does my body hurt, but there's so much to think about that my head feels like it's going to explode.
Plus, just thinking about how persistently and viciously Harmageddon will come after us in the future makes me sigh involuntarily.

But it's okay.
No, it has to be okay.

Because I'm a hero (hunter).
If I'm not okay, I'll die.

"So don't worry."

"..."

Sia, who seemed to have a lot to say, slowly nodded while looking at me.
As I patted her head, she slightly pulled back as if trying to remove my hand.

Unlike usual, she didn't get annoyed, but I figured she was just tired after everything that had happened, so I just smiled faintly.

The expression on Sia's face as she glanced at me somehow looked sad.

* * *

A week had passed since the incident at the courthouse.
It was just a week, but it felt like a year had gone by.

That's how exhausting it all was.
Of course, just because the courthouse incident was over, it didn't mean everything ended happily ever after like in novels or old tales.

It was over, but not really over.
People and the news were still talking about the terrorist attack from a week ago.

Given the scale of the incident, that wasn't surprising.

Ha-Young, whom I hadn't been able to contact since our last meeting at the hospital, seemed incredibly busy.
Judging by her almost daily TV appearances for press conferences... she must be unbelievably swamped.

And as for Hyun...

"How are you feeling?"

Despite suffering serious injuries—third-degree burns all over his body and fourth-degree burns on his back—Hyun only rested for about three days before resuming his busy schedule as an S-Class Hero.

"What, is checking my physical condition part of your daily routine now? I'm perfectly fine, kid."

"...Really?"

I wanted to tell him to rest, to think about his body, to at least recover from his injuries before going out. But I couldn't bring myself to say it.
I couldn't say anything while looking at Hyun insisting he was fine.

—Number 441, unnie.

Those words I heard then still echoed inside me.
Making me unsure if I was really me, if I was truly Yu Sia.

But I was too scared to tell Hyun about it.
Too afraid that this relationship would break.

"I'm heading out."

"Okay. Take care."

Swallowing the questions I couldn't ask, perhaps the truth I couldn't confess.
I, a monster, waited once again today for you, a hero, to return safely.

Ch.76 - Weekend (1)
I've carefully analyzed the Korean text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

It had been a while since the weekend arrived.
Even though it was the weekend, nothing really changed.

Whether it was a weekend or weekday, I ultimately had nothing to do except watch TV.
I didn't particularly want to do anything either.

*If I go out, those Harmageddon bastards will be targeting me....*

I'm not stupid.
From what happened at the hospital to the terrorist attack at the court.

Both were orchestrated by Harmageddon targeting me.
How could I even think about going outside in this situation?

I'll just stay cooped up at home watching TV.

"People are talking about it a lot these days. Was it Hama?"

"Hama? Jia, are you talking about Harmageddon?"

"That's right! Harmageddon!"

"Harmageddon, Harmageddon. Not Hama. Jia, you should remember these things."

The cast burst into laughter at her adorable ignorance.
The audience's laughter—hahaha—played in the background.

*What's so funny about that?*

Far from being entertaining, I was sprawled on the sofa watching this predictable, boring talk show.
How could something be this uninteresting? This is supposed to be a successful talk show with 13% viewership?

Though I complained internally, I vaguely understood.
The reason I found the talk show unfunny was entirely personal.

*Harmageddon....*

How could I laugh when they're joking about those monsters that make my skin crawl?
Of course, I understand why people want to turn Harmageddon into something to laugh about.

—Rather than mourning the dead, there's a stronger feeling of rejoicing with the living.

Since suffering only drains your mental energy, better to laugh.
Rather than trembling in fear, better to shake with laughter.

It was a difficult concept for someone like me who was still stuck in the past from ten years ago, but I did understand what the noona I saved back then had said.
So even if I couldn't laugh along, I didn't complain about hearing their laughter.

*Let's just go with the flow....*

I just emptied my mind and blankly watched the talk show.
The sound of laughter faded away. The panelists' smiling faces became blurry. Eventually, all that remained were vague, writhing forms of what were once people.

I waited for the talk show to end while watching the inexplicable laughter and the blurry forms of people swaying.
Then, the sound of leather creaking snapped me back to attention.

My blurry vision returned to normal, and the distant laughter from the talk show became audible again.
Glancing down at the opposite end of the sofa, I saw Hyun sitting there.

[Ahahaha]

Ah, it's Hyun.

I immediately sat up straight on the sofa and looked to my right.
Hyun was silently staring at his phone with a serious expression.

"Hmm... this won't work...."

He even sucked in his breath with a "sssup" sound and furrowed his brow while tilting his head.
It was clearly not an ordinary matter, so I swallowed nervously.

*Could it be those guys again....*

No... that can't be.
And if it were really Harmageddon showing up, Hyun wouldn't be sitting here—he'd be rushing out immediately.

After trying to calm my racing heart, I nudged his thigh with my foot.
Without looking my way, Hyun raised his eyebrows as if asking what was wrong.

"What?"

"Nothing. Just wondering if something happened."

"Ah, it's nothing. Don't worry about it."

After answering my question, Hyun closed his mouth again.
It's nothing. It's fine. Don't worry.

This familiar triple combo meant either it was something I wouldn't understand, something I shouldn't know, or something he'd tell me later—so I quietly nodded.

"...Okay."

Whatever. I'll just watch TV.
With that thought, I watched the commercial playing on TV.

"Got it! This will work!"

Startled by the sudden exclamation, I blinked and looked at Hyun, who got up and went into the room without saying anything.
...?

*Well... he probably bought something weird again.*

Like a tuna plushie or something similar.
...Well, a tuna plushie would be cute, so maybe not that weird.

Thinking that, I picked up the tuna plushie I'd been using as a pillow and hugged it tightly with both hands.
It was just the right size to fit in my arms and comfortable to rest my chin on.

*If it's something like this, I wouldn't mind having another one.*

As I was embracing the plushie and giving in to drowsiness, I heard the door open with a click, and my long ears naturally perked up.

"Hey, come here for a sec."

It was Hyun's voice.
This might sound strange, but it wasn't because I was particularly paying attention to Hyun.

Oh, and to be clear, I'm not ignoring Hyun.
I'm just saying my ears didn't move because I was conscious of him.

Of course, since he was badly injured and there were various things to be concerned about, I was a bit more aware of him than usual....
...Anyway, that's that.

Shaking my head to clear these useless thoughts, I got up.

"What is it?"

"Look at this."

What is he trying to show me now....
With half-closed eyes, I looked at the monitor Hyun was pointing to, sighing.

The monitor screen displayed numerous computer parts and their prices.
Below was a total price that made my eyes widen.

One, ten, hundred... million....

Being careful not to touch the monitor with my nails, I counted the numbers one by one with my finger.
The amount was so unbelievable that I had to count twice before I could let out a disbelieving laugh.

"Wow.... What kind of computer costs 4 million won? Are you replacing your computer?"

"What are you talking about? It's yours."

Right. Hyun is an adult and earns a lot of money, so it's natural for him to replace his computer with such an expensive one—

"What?"

"This is your computer. Look, I was going to go with air cooling with fans, but they released a new water cooling system, so I went with that. And this—"

This is my computer?
A computer that costs 4 million won....

*....*

It would be a lie to say I wasn't happy.
Of course I'm happy. I want to ask several times if it's really mine, if he's really buying it for me, and then smile brightly as I accept the gift.

Of course, I should give something in return, so I'd promise to pay him back later.
Then Hyun would look at me and say he has no intention of taking a kid's pocket money.

And I'd declare that if he won't take money, I'll do something else for him, anything, while smiling confidently.
...But not now.

"Forget it. What computer?"

"Huh? Why, is it because of the money? If that's the case, don't worry about it and just accept it. You can pay me back later if you want."

Right.
Of course you'd say that.

"...It's not that. I just don't think I really need it. Besides, can I even play games with these hands?"

"Didn't you say there were Hero-specific keyboards and mice last time? You can use those."

"Is there a mouse and keyboard that can withstand my strength that can pierce through an S-Class Hero's defense? And you know my personality. How would you handle me if I get angry while gaming?"

I refused with a joking smile, saying I didn't need it.
Of course, this isn't the real reason. But... in front of Hyun, I have to say it like this.

"Come on, do you think you'll get a chance like this twice? Just accept it."

"I really don't need it."

Saying that, I unplugged the computer with my foot.
Hyun scratched his head as he looked at the computer that turned off so easily with a click.

"You really don't need it?"

"Yeah, I don't need it."

I shook my head as I answered.
I did want it, but that computer wasn't meant for me.

"You really, really don't need it?"

"No, seriously... you're so persistent. I said I don't need it, why do you keep asking?"

"A guy who couldn't get enough of gaming suddenly says he doesn't need it—that's weird. Is there some kind of problem?"

He's so dull when it comes to his own affairs, yet strangely sensitive about mine.
No, maybe he's sensitive about matters related to Yu Sia.

I smiled bitterly and shook my head firmly.
I'm fine. I don't need it.

"I'm fine. I really don't need it, so don't worry."

I smiled and said I was fine, just as Hyun had done.
I deceived myself and deceived Hyun.

"...If you say so."

That gift wasn't for me, but for "Yu Sia."
Yes, that's why I don't need it.

I....

* * *

"Nothing else to show me? Then I'm going back to watch the talk show."

"Yeah, go ahead."

I watched as Sia casually waved her large hand and left the room. As soon as the door closed with a click, I leaned back against the chair.
My back, which hadn't fully recovered yet, ached a little, but it was nothing serious, so I endured it and leaned back.

"..."

I closed my eyes for a moment and recalled Sia's smiling face.
That somewhat bitter expression and her refusal of the gift.

Her less energetic demeanor than usual, and her lack of special reaction even when shown the computer she used to be so interested in.
Everything was different from usual.

Above all....

—No, seriously... you're so persistent. I said I don't need it, why do you keep asking?

In a situation where she would normally have said "fucking persistent" instead of "seriously persistent," she deliberately restrained herself.
As if she weren't Yu Sia herself.

"...So that's it."

...It's a busy time, but I can't help it.
Having finished contemplating, I immediately took out my phone.

Ch.77 - Weekend (2)
After leaving Hyun's room, I sat on the sofa for a while.
I was getting bored of watching talk shows, so I pressed the remote with my foot, searching for something more interesting to watch.

Variety shows, human documentaries, dramas, movies, animal programs, Chinese dramas, gaming channels.
There were plenty of channels, but nothing that really caught my attention.

The computer... maybe I should have accepted it when it was offered.
No... that's not right. No matter what, it wouldn't have been right for me to accept something that wasn't mine.

Though they say it's better to be agreeable, wrong is still wrong.
I took a deep breath, sighed heavily, and lay down using the sofa armrest as a pillow.

At times like this, sleeping is the best option.
There's nothing to do while awake, and nothing passes time better than sleep.

"Oh, right."

I sat up briefly, grabbed the tuna plushie I'd carelessly tossed aside earlier, wedged it between the armrest and the sofa, and lay back down.
Without it, the armrest height would probably break my neck.

*Plushies really are lifesavers.*

Despite its terrible first impression, it's actually quite a nice plushie once you get used to it.
Its face might be uncomfortably realistic, but it's large, soft, and fluffy.

If only its face didn't so strongly resemble a tuna, it would be the perfect plushie.
Now, time for a quick nap.

Blink, blink. As soon as I made up my mind, my eyelids grew heavy. I closed them gently and took a deep breath.
Using the warm sunlight as my blanket, I surrendered to drowsiness, and soon my limbs went limp as consciousness faded.

Just as I was about to fall asleep to the laughter from the TV, someone suddenly picked me up.
Well, not exactly picked up, but slid arms under my neck and knees... yes, a princess carry.

"...! ...!?"

Huh? Why? Suddenly? Who?
No, I didn't need to look to know who it was. Even Harmageddon wouldn't be crazy enough to break into an S-Class Hero's home.

"Hy-Hyun!?"

"Let's go out for a bit!"

"You cra—! I mean..."

You crazy bastard, I'm only wearing dolphin shorts and a t-shirt!
I swallowed the harsh words that almost escaped and glared at Hyun.

"At least let me change clothes...!"

"We're going clothes shopping, so you can change there!"

Hyun said this with a bright smile.

*Should I hit him? Just once, just one good smack?*

My hand twitched unconsciously, but I held back. No... I scolded myself.
He got so badly injured trying to save me, and here I am wanting to hit him just because I'm annoyed. There's a limit to being shameless...

Once he discovers my true identity, this relationship will end anyway, so I should at least leave a good impression.
What was his name... Park Gwang-Deok? Even he, a kaiju, worked incredibly hard to be recognized as human.

If someone who just looks like a centipede has to try that hard, then what about me, created from a monster that killed millions?

Me, who stole Hyun's family, friends, home, life, and dreams.
Me, who took away even his last hope of friendship, yet deceives him because I don't want to be abandoned, don't want to die.

I should at least be compliant with Hyun.
Yes, that's right.

A little embarrassment is nothing. A little discomfort is nothing.
If I can just endure... just act until Hyun finds the real "Yu Sia."

"...Okay. Let's go."

As I nodded with a faint smile, the bright smile on Hyun's face gradually faded.
Did I say something wrong? Was my response too awkward? Should I have been more aggressive?

Calm down. Just act normal. Like Yu Sia would...

*...How did I usually treat Hyun?*

Should I curse at him?
Yes, I used to curse at him, so I should try that.

"Wh... what are you doing, idiot? Let's go."

Did that work...?
I swallowed dryly as I looked at Hyun's expressionless face, then averted my eyes when I saw his lips twitch slightly.

That twitch wasn't from holding back laughter.
I couldn't explain how, but I just knew. That expression wasn't someone holding back laughter, but someone with a lot to say who was just holding it in.

...I definitely did something wrong.
I can't even act properly. What a pathetic idiot I am.

*How pitiful...*

As I seriously considered apologizing, Hyun set me back down on the floor.
I braced myself for whatever he might say, determined not to be shocked. Finally, he spoke.

"This won't work. Wait a moment."

What won't work? Wait for what?
I was anxious but nodded anyway, and Hyun glanced at me before going into his room.

After standing around awkwardly for a moment, Hyun emerged from the room.
He was holding the dress I had worn when we went to court.

"We'll go shopping for clothes later. Let's just go out first."

I nodded and surrendered myself to Hyun's hands.
The first time is always the hardest—wearing a dress for the second time didn't feel as uncomfortable.

Maybe it's because I'm not Yu Sia.
Yu Sia was originally male.

*Was I male when I wasn't Yu Sia? Or was I female from the beginning...?*

Even knowing there was no answer, I couldn't get the thought out of my head.
They say bad memories and thoughts don't fade easily...

"Done. Let's go."

"Okay, let's—AAAH!?"

Just as I nodded and started toward the entrance, Hyun picked me up in a princess carry again.
I hadn't expected him to lift me like this again, so I was curled up tightly when he picked me up with one arm and grabbed the tuna plushie from the sofa, placing it in my arms.

As I held the plushie in bewilderment, Hyun pushed open the balcony window with his foot.
No way, he wouldn't... right? No, wait a minute.

"W-wait! Just a second!"

"Hold on tight."

"No, wait, I said—AAAAAAH!?"

I kept thinking "no way," but that "no way" caught me—or rather, caught this kaiju.
Hyun, barefoot, stepped onto the railing and leaped into the sky.

The speed and height were much faster and higher than I'd imagined, making me gasp and clutch the tuna plushie tightly.
What comes after jumping into the sky? Obviously, falling.

"HYAAAAK!?"

After a brief moment of floating, the sensation of falling began.
With the feeling of all my organs rushing upward and the terrifying sense that I might slip from Hyun's arms, I pressed myself against him as much as possible.

Should I fly? Should I start flying now?
I debated in my mind several times, but before I could decide, Hyun kicked the air and rose upward again.

"Huu... huu..."

I thought my heart was going to shrivel up...!
I must have been squeezing the tuna plushie so hard that it was compressed.

Then, Hyun chuckled and said:

"You can fly through the sky yourself, and you're freaking out over this?"

Is he trying to fan the flames? My heart is already pounding with fear, and he's making fun of me?
This is all because of him...!

"That's FLYING, you idiot!! This is just FALLING!"

I shouted in a burst of anger.
Then I realized what I'd said and my eyes widened in shock.

Hyun looked at me and smirked.

"You've got quite the voice. Is that because you're a dragon?"

"Ugh..."

He touched on exactly what I was self-conscious about, making me clamp my mouth shut.
Hyun looked at me for a moment, then continued flying without saying anything more.

After flying for what seemed like a long time—much further than I'd expected—I gathered my courage and looked down.
The height was dizzying, but feeling Hyun's arms firmly around me gave me enough courage to look at the scenery spread out below.

Thousands of cars crawling like bugs, buildings reaching up to where we were, and clouds visible just above us.
The fear of falling had long since disappeared, replaced by pure amazement at the dreamlike view.

"Wow..."

"Is this your first time up this high?"

Of course it is.
I had the chance once, but unfortunately, it flew away.

Entranced by the magnificent sight, I absentmindedly answered Hyun's question.

"We were supposed to go on a family trip once..."

"You mean in your third year of middle school, right?"

I nodded.

"Yeah... There was so much rain that our graduation trip got canceled."

"That's right. So we decided to go to Jeju Island instead, just us."

If we had flown on a plane then, I could have seen this view.
With Mom and Dad, Hyun, and Hyun's aunt and uncle, all together.

"But we couldn't go. Too much snow. All flights were canceled, and to make things worse, you and I both caught the flu at the same time..."

"We were sick together. Do you remember what you said to me on the phone then?"

I remember.
Of course I remember. How could I forget?

That disappointment still sits like a lump in my chest. How could I not remember?
I blinked as I looked at the moon rising beyond the distant horizon.

""We don't need to be alike even in this, you idiot.""

My voice overlapped with Hyun's.
Only then did I come to my senses and turned to look at him.

"You remember everything, huh."

"..."

He didn't say anything else, but nothing else needed to be said.
A flood of emotions rushed through me, leaving me confused.

"...You knew?"

Hyun remained silent at my question loaded with meaning.
He just gradually slowed down as we descended.

"Let's talk about that after we land."

I nodded at his words and pressed myself closer to him, bracing for the landing sensation that would soon come.
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I didn't take long to understand what "let's go down and talk" meant.
After all, the moment those words were spoken, I started falling downward.

Wait, is this really going down or just falling?
I thought about saying something, but decided against mentioning it to Hyun.

Surely Hyun wasn't just letting us fall without a plan.
Thankfully, my faith wasn't misplaced—Hyun kicked at the air periodically to slow our descent.

So this is actually going down, not falling. Though my stomach lurches whenever we slow down, I can handle this much.

*This is high...*

It was incomparably higher than the 20th floor of the courthouse where I'd gone back and forth rescuing people.
Could I climb this high on my own? Probably, if I really wanted to?

My wings twitched with baseless confidence, but I quickly abandoned the thought.
If I were alone, maybe, but spreading my wings while in Hyun's arms would throw off our balance and cause chaos.

Anyway...

"That's amazing..."

How can Hyun fly so well without wings?
I'm not sure if kicking through the air to move counts as flying, but...

...well, we're in the sky, so let's call it flying.
The ride up and down might be rough, but he moves more freely than I do, even though I have wings.

*Should I practice flying too?*

As I was thinking this, Hyun's voice reached my ears.

"What is?"

The warm breath touching the tip of my ear made me shiver.
He wasn't whispering. His breath just naturally touched me since he was speaking next to my ear.

But it feels weird. No, it's... ah, whatever.
I flapped my ear to shake off the lingering warmth and frowned deeply.

"Hey! Your breath is touching me!"

"Sorry. I asked earlier but you didn't answer, so I thought maybe you couldn't hear me over the wind."

Looking at Hyun, who left me speechless, I let out a deep sigh.
Chuckling at whatever he found amusing, Hyun spoke again.

"So? Didn't you say something was amazing earlier?"

"...I just meant it's impressive how you fly better than me without wings. That's why I said it was amazing."

Hyun gave a bitter smile at my answer.

"It's not amazing, it's just because of my ability."

Ability...
Come to think of it, he did mention something about that.

With everything happening one after another and so much to think about, I'd forgotten.

"What's your ability?"

"Technically, an S-Class Hero's abilities are classified as state secrets... but since it's you, I'll tell you."

The moment I heard that, I covered his mouth with the back of my hand.
Or rather, I hit him. And given the size of my hand, I ended up hitting his nose instead of his mouth.

"Oof!?"

"Oh, s-sorry!"

I was worried I might have given him a nosebleed, but fortunately I hadn't hit him that hard.
Hyun, still holding me with one arm, rubbed his nose with his free hand.

"Why did you hit be all of a sudden?"

"No... if it's something that important, I think it's better not to hear it."

While this was part of the reason, the real reason was different.
The possibility that I might not be Yu Sia and...

My connection to Harmageddon.

*Just in case...*

"I see."

Hyun seemed to understand my feelings and increased our descent speed.
The speed was faster than I expected, giving me a tingling sensation.

It wasn't that I didn't trust Hyun, but the feeling of my knees weakening was so unpleasant that I pressed myself closer to him to minimize it.

"I'm holding you so you won't fall, so don't get so close. It's creepy, dude."

Normally, I would have snapped back with something like "I don't like it either, jerk, if it's creepy then let go or let me fly."
But somehow, hearing that made me feel both angry and a little sad. I fumbled with my words before pouting and turning my head away from him.

"...Fine. I'll go down by myself. Just let me go."

...Wait, what did I just say?
Though the words came from my mouth and the reaction was from my body, my mind couldn't comprehend the situation.

My reaction had come out before my thoughts could control my body, and belatedly, my body tried to piece together what had happened.

I told him I didn't like it and to let me go, but I pressed myself closer to him, afraid he might actually do it. Though I wasn't conscious of it, my body was definitely closer to him now.

After reviewing the mental video, I concluded that I looked like a sulking child throwing a tantrum, and I was stunned by the realization.

"..."

This is embarrassing. Seriously embarrassing.
What the hell is this?

Hyun must have had the same thought, because he just stared at me without saying anything.

Being so close, I could feel his gaze filled with various emotions, making my face burn hot. My face was probably bright red from my ears to my cheeks.

I couldn't see it, but the coolness of our surroundings made the heat in my face even more noticeable.
Hyun must feel it too. We're so high up that the wind is freezing cold—how would it feel when my face touches him? Wouldn't it feel burning hot?

I almost wish he'd say "Ouch, hot!" and let me go. I'd rather free-fall with my own wings at this point.
Just in case, I glanced at Hyun's face and saw his lips twitching, as if he was trying not to laugh.

As if I wasn't embarrassed enough already, the thought that Hyun was watching me made my head spin. Trying to look away from him, I muttered:

"Wh-what are you looking at, you jer—"

Ah, my voice cracked.

At that moment, his body shook. Not mine, but Hyun's.
I turned my head like a broken machine and met Hyun's eyes as he was bouncing his shoulders as if dancing.

"Pfft, no... nothing at ahh—! Pffhaha...! Hoo... pfft! I'm not, looking at anything...?"

What do you mean you're not looking, you jerk, you're clearly laughing.
I stared at him with half-closed eyes, and Hyun shook his head and looked up at the sky.

"Ahem! Uh, it's a bit hot..."

We're still high in the sky, though lower than before. The sun is even hidden behind clouds, casting shadows.
And he says it's hot? That's nonsense.
Actually, it's not nonsense. Of course he'd be hot after holding back laughter until his face turned red, damn it.

"Hot? Then let me cool you down."

At that moment, my anger and irritation surpassed my embarrassment and shame.
I gritted my teeth, glared at him, and twisted my body.

"...Let go."

"Pfft..."

With embarrassment, shame, anger, irritation, and every curse word imaginable mixing together, I twisted my body to escape his hold.

"Hey, hey! Don't move, you'll get hurt if you fall!"

"What do you mean hurt! Shut up! Do you think my wings are just for show!?"

"I'll get hurt, I will! Stay still!"

At the mention that Hyun might get hurt, I clenched my teeth and curled up.
Only then did Hyun sigh in relief and adjust his hold on me.

The way he did it looked exactly like someone rocking a crying baby, making my cooled face heat up again.

"Hey, I'm sorry for laughing. But you—"

"Shut it."

"Yes, yes."

Despite my irritation and cursing, Hyun smiled as if pleased and continued descending.
It felt strange. Sometimes it seemed wrong, but other times it felt natural.

I wondered if it was okay to treat someone who saved me like this, but at the same time thought, what's the big deal between friends?

But I'm not Yu Sia.
If I am Yu Sia.

Hope and fear shook me simultaneously.
Soon this confusion would be resolved.

"We're here."

At those words, I looked down and swallowed hard at the familiar roof below.
But how would we land? Surely he wouldn't do a superhero landing? If he landed in that movie pose from our current state, my back would definitely break.

My foolish worry was just that—foolish.
Somehow, with incredible control I couldn't comprehend, Hyun reduced our speed a few more times in mid-air and landed perfectly on the railing he'd jumped from earlier.

I thought flying through the sky without wings was impressive, but his landing was perfect too.
Even though I have wings, I can't control them properly and end up crashing into walls... he's really amazing.

Well... after flying around for nearly ten years, it's not strange that he flies so well.
Hyun set me down on the balcony, then followed me inside.

"Now then—..."

Here it comes.
I knew the conversation was coming, but I didn't expect it to start immediately after landing, so I swallowed nervously.

"I am Yu Sia—"

"—Let's wash our feet first."

What?
Now of all times...?

"Why? We just came in from outside, so we should wash our hands and feet first."

Hyun was stating the obvious, but I couldn't say anything.
Somehow I felt foolish for being so tense, so I quietly followed behind him to wash my feet.

Ch.79 - Yu Sia (1)
The walk in the sky had ended, and I returned home, washing both my hands and feet.
Now all that remained was for Hyun to finish the conversation he couldn't complete earlier in the sky.

Knowing he could no longer postpone it, Hyun asked me to wait a moment and went upstairs.
Though this meant waiting a bit longer, I welcomed the delay.

*I need time to prepare myself mentally too...*

I had been trying to prepare myself mentally while flying through the sky with Hyun.
Actually, I'd been preparing since the moment I spoke with the monster—no, with No. 445.

I might not be Sia, so whenever Hyun found out... I should be the one to bring it up first.
I'd been mentally preparing myself with that thought since leaving the courthouse. Or rather, I'd decided to prepare myself.

But... contrary to my intentions, my weak heart still wasn't ready.
Not now, Hyun is sick right now, Hyun is busy right now. Making such excuses and postponing it day after day brought me to this point.

And this is the result.
When the time to speak finally comes, I'm too scared to do anything—like a child who's done something wrong, failed to hide it properly, got caught, and now doesn't know what to do.

*Pathetic.*

I berated myself out of frustration, but instead of feeling better, it only made the fire in my chest grow, causing more distress.

When I sighed deeply from the heat filling my chest, black smoke billowed out of my mouth along with the lukewarm heat.
Startled, I covered my mouth with both hands.

*So it wasn't just a feeling—it really was fire.*

I swallowed with a gulp and exhaled through my nose, but that decision proved to be a mistake.
What happens when you forcibly swallow a burp and breathe out through your nose? Doesn't it come out your nose with a tingling sensation?

Yes, exactly that.
The black smoke that would have come out of my mouth simply came out through my nose instead.

"What's this? Where's this burning smell coming from...?"

With rapid footsteps, Hyun hurried down, and our eyes met.
After examining my face, Hyun looked toward the ceiling, and I followed his gaze.

Though the black smoke had escaped outside through the open veranda, the ceiling was already stained black from the smoke I'd exhaled.
When I lowered my head again, I met Hyun's blinking eyes.

I frowned at the wetness trickling down toward my philtrum.
This is embarrassing. I was just about to have a serious conversation, and now this?

"...Ngh."

"Hey, you."

I'm embarrassed. But also annoyed. I frowned and roughly wiped under my nose with my forearm, then sniffed, tasting something oddly fishy.
But the nasal discharge showed no signs of stopping.

...Why is the world being so unfair to me today?
As I irritably rubbed under my nose and sniffed again, Hyun rushed over and grabbed my shoulder firmly.

"Hey, hey!"

"Ngh! What...?"

"Don't sniff it up! You're bleeding from your nose!"

I blinked and looked down at my forearm, which was soaked with blood.
A nosebleed? Really?

Unable to hold my nose with my hands, I stared blankly at the blood flowing down to my chin and dripping onto the floor.
I touched it slightly with my tongue—it tasted like blood. Real blood.

"What is this...?"

"Ah, um. Just a moment. Tissues... tissues, tissues, tissues..."

Hyun seemed more surprised than I was, uncharacteristically flustered and unable to find the tissues right in front of him.

"There are tissues on the table."

"Ah, yes. Right. Phew..."

Pulling out tissues rapidly, Hyun took a deep breath and returned to his usual expression, firmly pinching the bridge of my nose.
The tissues quickly turned bright red from the unusually heavy nosebleed.

Just as I was about to tilt my head back to reduce the bleeding, Hyun pressed the back of my head.

"Don't tilt your head back. The blood might go down your airway."

"Ah, o...kay."

How much time passed? Around when the bridge of my nose started to feel numb, Hyun released his hand.
By then, I must have recovered, as the nosebleed had stopped.

After confirming several times that the bleeding had stopped, Hyun brought wet wipes and cleaned under my nose, chin, and forearm.
Taking a few more wet wipes, he cleaned the blood from the floor and sighed deeply as he threw away the blood-soaked tissues and wipes.

"Hah... that scared me..."

"...Sorry."

It wasn't supposed to be like this. Feeling like I'd made him worry unnecessarily, I apologized, and Hyun sighed once more.

"Don't apologize for things like this. It's not your fault."

With nothing to say, I just nodded. My response seemed to displease him, as he stared at me with an expressionless face.
If I were the real Sia, what would I have said? How would I have reacted?

I thought until my head felt like it would split, but no answer came.
Of course not. I'm not the real Sia, so naturally, I wouldn't know how she would respond.

"Hey, Sia."

At those words, my body froze, and my mind went blank.

My unprepared heart moved on its own.

"I'm not Sia."

The knot that had been lodged in my heart all this time flowed out as words.
After speaking aloud the one sentence that had tormented me so severely, it became nothing, scattering and flying away with the wind like the black smoke I had exhaled earlier.

"..."

Hyun said nothing.
But that actually made it easier to speak.

With a faint smile born of mixed gratitude and regret, I lowered my eyes.
Unable to face whatever expression Hyun might be wearing, I stared at my monstrous hands as I continued.

"From the beginning, the very idea that I could be Sia makes no sense."

Even plastic surgery that cuts and exposes facial bones and flesh can be life-threatening if taken too far. People have actually died during plastic surgery.

"My gender, height, weight, eyes and hair, hands and the wings at my waist, horns, and ridiculous durability. They've all changed."

Just plastic surgery alone is risky, so a full-body operation? From head to toe? No, this isn't surgery—it's modification. Anyway, how could that possibly make sense?

"Hyun, let me ask you one thing."

"What is it...?"

"Is there even one part of my appearance that resembles Sia?"

No answer came from Hyun.
Of course not. The face of Sia that I remembered was completely different from mine.

"I can't say you're not Sia based on physical changes alone. There are people who were modified into centipedes, no longer even human in appearance."

"Ah... Park Gwang-Deok was it? Or Park Gwang-Cheol? That person was also an ordinary human before becoming a centipede, so I guess it's not entirely impossible. But..."

I mumbled before sighing.

"...Do you remember that kid we saw at the courthouse?"

"The one who breathed fire?"

"Yes. That kid who looked exactly like me. She called me 'Number 441 unnie' and said she was Number 445."

I closed my eyes gently, recalling No. 445 from the courthouse. Actually, I didn't even need to recall—I'd see No. 445's face just by looking in a mirror.

No. 445 was identical to me, like an identical twin—from hair color to eye color, height, and voice. Except for the absence of hands, wings, and horns, everything about her was the same as me.

How could that be possible? As far as I remembered, Sia was an only child for three generations, without even brothers or sisters, let alone a younger sibling.

It's impossible. But if I'm not really Sia, then it becomes possible.

"What does that mean? It means there are over 400 monsters that look exactly like me."

More than 400 monsters that look exactly like me.
The thought alone gives me chills.

"How many of those centipede men are there? One? Two? Or dozens? Or hundreds like me?"

"..."

There wouldn't be.
Of course not.

I mumbled before sighing.

"Well... there's a lot I want to explain, but I don't know how to say it."

Again, no answer came from Hyun.
I wasn't particularly expecting one, but it was a bit bitter nonetheless.

"Anyway, that's it. I'm not certain, but my memories must have been manipulated, or maybe the real Sia's brain was transferred into this body. Or perhaps they transferred just the memories using some technology I don't know about. So..."

Whether because I'd released all the knots inside me or because I'd resigned myself, I could now look directly at Hyun's face.

"I'm sorry, but I'm probably not the Sia you know."

Hyun was looking at me with an emotionless expression I'd never seen before. It was a bit frightening, but I felt relieved. More than ever before.

Of course... it was a little sad that our relationship until now would completely collapse, but this was better than pretending to be the real Sia and deceiving Hyun.

So I felt I could calmly accept whatever answer came now.
With a bitter smile, I looked Hyun straight in the eyes.

After staring at me silently for a while, Hyun closed his eyes gently and sighed deeply.

*So this relationship ends here.*

As I closed my eyes waiting for the final ultimatum, at that moment—
A hand rested on my head with a soft tap.

I didn't need to look.
It was Hyun's hand.

"It doesn't matter."

Saying that, Hyun was smiling at me.
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"It doesn't matter."
What doesn't matter?

Me? Is he saying it doesn't matter if I'm not Yu Sia? Did he think it didn't matter all along? Did he know from the beginning that I wasn't Yu Sia?

Or... does he mean the real Yu Sia is already dead, and I'm just a replacement, so it doesn't matter?
My mind was in such chaos from Hyun's words that I couldn't respond at all.

I couldn't even utter that simple word "why"—that's how stunned I was.
I just stared blankly at Hyun like a machine that had short-circuited and broken down.

But Hyun didn't say anything as he looked at me.
He wasn't deliberately ignoring me. He seemed to be giving me time to gather my thoughts.

...At least I hoped that was the case.

"...What do you mean it doesn't matter?"

After standing there blankly for a while, I finally managed to repeat his words.
Hyun looked at me and answered with a slight smile.

"Even if your appearance has changed, you're still you."

What does that mean—I'm still me even if my appearance has changed? Is there something that makes him certain I'm Yu Sia regardless of my appearance?
My head felt so complicated it seemed like it might explode.

"What does that mean... I'm still me even if my appearance changed? How can you be so sure?"

"You have your memories. Not just memories, but all our shared experiences."

Experiences? Memories?
Yes. That makes sense. If I have memories and experiences, I must be the same person.

But...

"...My memories could have been manipulated."

"That's—"

"How can you be sure I'm the real Yu Sia? Memories? Memories can be manipulated. If they can modify human bodies at will, couldn't they manipulate memories too?"

I know. What I'm doing now is no different from a child throwing a tantrum because they can't accept something.
But I couldn't accept it so easily. I denied it even though I knew I was being unreasonable.

"There's also No. 445 who looks exactly like me. So, there could be a monster with the exact same memories as me, right? Would that also be Yu Sia? Because it has memories and experiences? Ha, then there would be dozens of Yu Sias? That's weird. What is this, doppelgangers?"

"..."

"What if there's a real Yu Sia out there who's a male high school student? Would you throw me away then? Because the real one has appeaAAACK!?"

THWACK!!
Covering my forehead with the back of my hand, I looked up at Hyun through the tremendous pain that felt like my forehead had been caved in.

Hyun sighed as he shook his reddened middle finger.
I swallowed nervously as I watched him, seeing the genuine exasperation in his sigh.

*Did I go too far?*

I worried he might be angry, but fortunately, he didn't look angry.
He seemed more irritated from frustration.

"Hey, fake Yu Sia Hosoin."

I blinked at the bizarre nickname, too strange to even respond to, as Hyun crossed his arms and said:

"You. Yes, you."

"...What?"

"After the Singularity Incident ten years ago, monsters and kaiju appeared, and people awakened abilities. Among the hundreds of thousands of people worldwide who awakened abilities, don't you think there might have been some who could control others' minds or manipulate memories as they pleased?"

There probably were.
He must be bringing this up because such people existed.

"...I guess there were."

"Yes, there were. And people with such abilities were either exploited for crimes, committed crimes themselves, and naturally became subjects of special supervision."

"Special supervision... like me?"

"A bit different. People with abilities to control minds or manipulate memories were placed under the Association's control regardless of whether they had committed crimes. Every single action—from eating to going to the bathroom, bathing, and sleeping—was monitored, and they were forced to participate in experiments."

"That's..."

"Thanks to that—or because of it—information and applications regarding mental manipulation and memory manipulation abilities became overwhelmingly more abundant compared to other abilities, and consequently, methods to counter those abilities also increased."

They were called special supervision subjects, but they were essentially treated as test subjects.
Hyun sighed deeply as he said this.

It was a distant story.
A horrifying story that made my current worries seem trivial.

"That's too..."

"Inhumane? Back then, no one cared about such things. It was an era where people were just grateful to survive each day. And unlike visible abilities, the ability to manipulate memories or control minds was seen as a major threat by those in power."

Hyun smiled bitterly and shook his head as he continued.

"One of the many experiments conducted was this: When person A, who had amnesia and became mentally impaired, was implanted with the memories of a completely different person B, would A develop the same personality as B?"

"That's..."
It was an experiment with the exact same concern I had.
I swallowed hard.

If, just if, that experiment had succeeded...
It would mean I really was a fake Yu Sia—a monster with Yu Sia's memories "injected" into it.

Please, no.
Please.

I prayed over and over in my heart as I waited for Hyun to speak.
After a brief pause, Hyun sighed and said:

"The experiment was successful."

"Ah..."

Just as the two words "despair" were about to surface in my mind,
Hyun continued:

"More precisely, it was a half-success."

"...What does that mean?"

Hyun, who had been staring into the distance as if recalling something, suddenly clicked his tongue and frowned as if remembering something unpleasant.

"A successfully accepted the memories, but B's personality didn't develop. That's what it means."

"Why...?"

"Why? Because it was only natural."

A isn't B.

"For example, let's say A had acrophobia. But B really loved skydiving. If you inject B's memories into A, would A come to like skydiving?"

"...Wouldn't they? Since they have good memories and experiences of it, I think they'd come to like it."

"No, A remembered B's memories not as good experiences but as trauma. After conducting similar experiments several times, they all showed the same results, and they concluded this:"

Hyun tapped his temple with his index finger as he spoke.

"The person who receives the memories remembers them not as experiences but as 'information.'"

"What does that mean...?"

My head was spinning from all the information.
I heard everything with my ears, but nothing seemed to properly register in my brain.

"Sigh... Let me give you a simple example. You like pineapple pizza with extra pineapple topping, right?"

I nodded.

"A person with manipulated memories would remember that fact, but they couldn't eat pineapple pizza. Their body would reject it."

It was a silly example, but for someone as simple as me, it was an explanation I could easily understand.

"And when a situation similar to the memory arises, they can't recall the experience either."

"What does that mean...?"

"Remember what you talked about when we went up in the sky?"

"...The family trip in middle school."

"A person with implanted memories wouldn't recall that. They'd just think, 'Oh, it's the sky,' and that's it. Those people simply have memories, but no experiences. Since their personalities are different, even with the same memories, the way they process them is different because the subject is different. It's only natural."

This explanation was a bit difficult too, but thinking about it slowly, I could understand.
And I also understood why Hyun had jumped up into the sky when he suggested we go for a walk.

"So going up into the sky was also..."

"Yes. You kept saying 'I'm not Yu Sia~' and feeling down, so I got permission from Noona to use my ability and took you up to the sky to prove you're the real Yu Sia, you idiot."

Thanks to that, huh? I have to write an explanation letter when I go to work after this week ends, you know?
I blinked as I watched Hyun pressing down on my head while saying this.

"You mean... you already knew I was the real Yu Sia?"

"Hey, idiot. Haven't I been telling you all along that you're Yu Sia? Did you already forget?"

I remember. But... I couldn't just accept that I was the real Yu Sia based solely on Hyun's words.
That's why I kept denying it.

I needed something definitive that could prove I was the real Yu Sia, whether it was evidence or something else.
As I kept my mouth shut, Hyun sighed deeply.

"Why did you keep denying it? Was I that untrustworthy?"

Hyun scratched his head as he said this.
Untrustworthy? No, he was trustworthy. So much so that I felt I could close my eyes and leave everything to him, and he'd resolve it all.

"..."

But what was the result?
When I first opened my eyes in the hospital, Hyun had a severe wound on his back because of me.

Then, when I escaped from the hospital, Hyun, who tried to stop me, almost lost an eye.
At the courthouse, he took a blast of fire with his bare body to protect useless me.

Even with his back burned black, he stood in front of me to protect me.

Knowing that, I couldn't nod carelessly.
If I blindly believed Hyun's words again, let my guard down, and Hyun got hurt because of me again, if my precious childhood friend got hurt because of me...

*If that happened... I wouldn't be able to forgive myself.*

But I couldn't express all these feelings.
How could I?

*It would be weird.*

We weren't romantic partners, just friends of the same gender.
Saying such things would be strange.

I mumbled and then shook my head.

"Just... what I saw then was so shocking that I couldn't think straight."

"I see. Well, that's understandable."

Hyun nodded and stretched.

"Ugh...! Phew... So, are we done with this conversation? You're the real Yu Sia, my childhood friend. That's the conclusion, right? Are we good? Is it over? If you start saying 'I'm not Yu Sia!' and moping around again, I'll grab your horns and do a giant swing with you, I swear."

I smiled softly at Hyun, who was immediately joking around, perhaps to lighten the mood.

"Fine. Go ahead and try. I'll gore you with my horns, you little shit."

When I countered him, Hyun chuckled and got up from his seat.
As I watched him, a question suddenly came to mind.

"Then, what would you have done if I wasn't the real Yu Sia...?"

"What? Well, if that were the case..."

After thinking for a moment, Hyun shrugged with a smile.

"I'd still have taken care of you. Since I saved you, I should be responsible, right?"

If we're done talking, shall we go inside? Hyun said that, lightly patted my head, and went into the room.
It felt like he was comforting a child, but rather than feeling bad... it was actually reassuring.

It was strange.
Reassuring?

I don't particularly like it when someone touches my head. No, I don't like many people in general.
Especially if it's a childhood friend of the same gender.

But I feel good when Hyun pats my head?

*Crazy...*

Don't be ridiculous.
No.

"Hah..."

I covered my face with both hands and sighed.
My hands felt unusually cool against my face.
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After chatting with Hyun and him learning that I'm the real Yu Sia... learning? Realizing?
...About a week has passed since the "Yu Sia Authentic Certification Mark" was stamped right on my forehead.

A lot has happened during that time. Mostly to Hyun.
He's been so busy with work that he couldn't rest even on weekends, spending his days without a moment to breathe. Not me—Hyun.

What have I been doing during that time?
Don't be surprised. I've done absolutely nothing.

*...Complete deadbeat.*

That's not quite right. It's not that I just didn't do anything—more accurately, I couldn't do anything.
I don't mean I was just sitting around going "Wah, I'm a baby, I can't do anything."

I have some dignity. If there might be something I could do, I wouldn't just assume I couldn't do it without trying.

So when Hyun was home, I tried various things with a little help from him.
Thinking I just needed to avoid using my claws, I tried folding laundry, running the vacuum cleaner, and helping Hyun with cooking.

...All of which ended in failure.

First, folding laundry.
Of all the household chores, this seemed the easiest.

Why folding laundry and not doing laundry? Well, last time I tried running the washing machine, I ended up smashing the back of my head on the floor.
More importantly, the biggest problem was that I couldn't take the laundry out by myself.

After the washing machine finishes, you naturally have to reach in and take the clothes out, which inevitably involves using your claws.
Then perfectly fine clothes that went into the machine come out looking like they belong in a donation bin, full of holes and tears.

That's from personal experience, by the way.

"Sigh..."

So I chose folding laundry instead of doing laundry.
But even that didn't go as planned.

When I tried to create creases using the back of my hand and the side of my palm, the fabric caught on my scales and ripped with a satisfying tear.
So I gave up on making creases and tried my best to avoid using my claws...

*...You call this folded? It looks like it just came out of the laundry basket.*

That's what Hyun said before refolding everything himself.
And so Operation Laundry Folding ended in failure. But that was okay. I still had plenty of other options.

Next, I chose house cleaning. I thought running the vacuum cleaner would be easy.
But this also failed spectacularly. The reason is pretty obvious.

When I became a monster, all my physical abilities improved, including my hearing.
Even with damaged eardrums that left me half-deaf, I could still hear what someone was saying from twenty floors up.

So what happens when someone with hearing like mine turns on an already loud vacuum cleaner?

*Aaaagh! Turn it off quickly!*

*What's wrong?!*

Well... yeah. Um...
I ended up retiring immediately after turning on the vacuum cleaner.

So cleaning was a failure too.
Cooking failed for similar reasons.

I tried cutting ingredients with my claws but ended up cutting through the cutting board too.
If at least the ingredients had been cut properly, it might have been okay, but they were so soft they just got squashed instead of cut.

Since I gained the ability to breathe fire, I tried to do a fire show like I saw in that Chinese restaurant interview. I breathed fire while Hyun was stir-frying rice, and the food turned to ash.
I realized I didn't know how to control the intensity of my fire. So I burned not just the food but the frying pan too.

*...Just stay still. That's how you can help.*

*...Sorry.*

And that's how I ended up as a deadbeat.
When Hyun comes home, I scurry over to greet him, and when he leaves for work, I scurry over to say goodbye. A deadbeat.

There's no deadbeat like me. I'm truly the king of deadbeats.
Not the king of a hundred beasts (百獸), but the king of white hands (白手)—the ultimate deadbeat.

Maybe it would have been better if I were a lion.
The female lions do all the work.

...Come to think of it, Hyun does everything for me.
In that sense, I guess I am like a lion.

Ah, how nice it would have been if I'd turned into a lion instead of a dragon. Then I'd just have ears and a tail...
No, would I have had lion paws? Or maybe I'd have become something suspiciously suspicious.

"Roar..."

I let out a deep sigh while lying face down on the sofa.
It happened to sound like a lion's roar, but I wasn't imitating one—my sigh just sounded that way because my face was pressed against the sofa.

*I want to do something...*

There's nothing to do.
More accurately, there's plenty to do, but nothing I can do.

Why? Obviously because of this body.
Monster-like hands, horns, and now I breathe fire. My wings are only useful as fans unless I'm planning to fly.

With a body like this, I can't do housework, laundry, or cooking.
All I can do is roll around at home, so what am I supposed to do?

"Phew..."

It would be nice if I could at least go outside, but that's not possible either.
Why not?

If there are people who suddenly appear and set fire to courthouses saying "Hehe, everyone die" even when I'm with Hyun, nothing good would come from going out alone.

If I went out just to buy a snack, I'd be kidnapped before I even made it three minutes past the front door.

"Haah..."

...But it's strange.

*Why don't they attack when I'm at Hyun's house?*

Honestly, even an S-Class Hero's house isn't that special.
It's not just "not special"—compared to the luxurious homes of other heroes shown on TV programs, it's actually quite modest.

There's no special security, no strict surveillance. Just the level of security you'd find in any ordinary home.
Frankly, if a petty thief wanted to climb over the fence and break in through a window at night, they could easily do it.

Of course, if they actually tried, they'd either run into me and get bitten, or they'd make eye contact with Hyun getting water after playing games late at night and end up with a broken spine.

Anyway. It was strange that Harmageddon wasn't attacking this ordinary house, which had nothing special about it except for Hyun's presence.
Especially since Hyun isn't even a remote worker who stays home 24/7—he goes to the Association when it's time for work.

*Do they have some kind of plan? Or do they not know where Hyun's house is?*

After thinking for a moment, I shook my head.
There's no way they wouldn't know. So, they must have some plan...

Obviously, they're after me.
I don't know why they're not attacking Hyun's house, but they must have a reason.

I don't know. Let's not think about it.
It just gives me a headache.

Anyway, this is why I've become the king of deadbeats—unable to step foot outside, yet not doing any housework either.

*I should have just accepted when he offered to buy me a computer before.*

It was far too late for regrets, but I couldn't help it.
And now I couldn't just ask for a computer because I had nothing to do at home.

Well, if I asked, Hyun would probably say "That makes sense" and buy me one, but I'd feel too burdened to accept it.
I've already received so much—how could I ask for more?

"Sigh..."

I got up from the sofa after sighing so deeply it felt like the ground would cave in.
While I couldn't do anything useful, it didn't feel right to just lie on the sofa all day, so I decided to try something.

After changing my mindset, I looked around the house and nodded when I saw the blackened ceilings in the living room and kitchen.

*Whatever I do, I should do it in the yard.*

After changing into a dress (which now felt more comfortable than a T-shirt), I put on Hyun's slippers and went out to the yard.

The flower bed in the yard, now in full spring, was filled with yellow dandelions. Other than that, there was nothing special.

Which meant there was nothing to do.

"I came out, but now what?"

Perhaps it was inevitable. If there was nothing to do inside, why would coming out to the yard change that?
Still, being outside was a hundred, no, a thousand times better than being inside with nothing to do except sleep or watch TV.

"Maybe I'll sunbathe."

Come to think of it, I haven't sunbathed in a while because I've been too busy.
I used to do it every time I went outside when I was in the hospital. Maybe I'll sunbathe after a long time.

Now that I had a plan, I immediately put it into action.
First, since there's no place to sit, I should bring a chair from inside... no, that doesn't seem right.

If I were the one cleaning the house, it might be different, but Hyun is in charge of all the cleaning. Would it be right to take a chair from inside to outside?
Even Harmageddon would shake its head at that.

"Ah, right."

If the house was built exactly like the old one, maybe that storage shed was built too?
No, it must have been built, right?

Suddenly remembering the old days, I trotted to the back of the house.
Sure enough, there was a small building with a familiar iron door exactly where I remembered it.

That storage shed had always been used for things that were about to be thrown away or things no longer in use.
Which meant I could freely take out anything from that shed.

With a satisfied smile, I tried to open the iron door by pulling it, but—

Clank—!

The iron door was stuck in the frame and wouldn't open.
The floor was even raised, causing the door to scrape against it.

"Ah. Did they really have to make even this exactly the same?"

You'd think they could have fixed this when rebuilding.
I let out a dry laugh and pulled the door with all my strength.

Rip!

Only the handle part tore off cleanly.
I swallowed dryly as I looked at the crumpled iron handle in my hand.

"Ah..."

I've caused an accident.
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I really did manage to open the door "somehow," but as a result, the doorknob ended up torn off.
But honestly, I feel a bit wronged here. Why? Just everything about this situation.

I only applied a little force to open a tightly shut door, and the doorknob tore off. Isn't it the fault of whoever made the door so tightly jammed that the handle would tear off?
I was just trying to open the door. Yeah, this isn't my fault—it's because the metal door is weak and the door was stuck too tightly.

"..."

...I guess I didn't exactly control my strength. But seriously, it was so tight that it wouldn't have opened otherwise.
First of all, it's definitely not because my arm strength is weak. I'm strong enough that I could bend steel bars and shape them into balls if I wanted to.

So if someone as strong as me found it difficult, imagine how tightly shut it must have been.
I sighed deeply while examining the door from different angles.

Not that examining it would lead to any brilliant solution—

"?"

What's that?
I blinked at something that looked like a joystick protruding from the upper right corner of the metal door.

No way, it couldn't be what I'm thinking?
Wait, really?

I reached out and pushed the lever slightly to the left, and it dropped down with a thunk...

"..."

Creeeeak—
The door opened by itself without me even touching it.

"It was bolted..."

Right, of course the door wouldn't open if it was locked. The door was just doing its job properly.
Shocked by my own stupidity for only realizing this now, I crouched down and let out a deep sigh.

Creeeeak—thud.

The wind blew and closed the door by itself, hitting my horns as I was crouching right in front of it.
I know inanimate objects don't have feelings, but somehow the creaking metal door swinging freely in the wind seemed to be mocking me for being an idiot.

"Ouch."

It didn't hurt at all, but I reflexively let out a yelp.
I kept sighing from the indescribable embarrassment, but realizing that wouldn't change anything, I put down the torn doorknob and entered the storage room.

Fortunately, the room's purpose hadn't changed—it was still filled with all sorts of junk.
The difference from before was that instead of a precariously balanced mountain of junk defying the laws of physics, it was now a somewhat organized tower of junk.

Of course, whether tower or mountain, it was still just a pile of unused items covered in dust, but that wasn't a problem—I could just flap my wings to blow it away and then wipe the rest with a duster.

"Now I need to find a chair to sit on..."

How am I supposed to search through all this? And I still need to fix the door later...
After pondering briefly, I concluded that rather than dwelling on a problem with no solution, I should first deal with what I could.

"Sniff..."

I wrinkled my nose at the musty air and walked around the storage room looking for a chair to use in the yard.
I spotted some familiar items, but also several I'd never seen before.

"This is a gas burner. This is a basketball. This is a hula hoop..."

Oh, what's this? The urban legend soccer ball is here too.
Why is it here?

"Ah, it's always been like this."

It wasn't particularly strange to find it suddenly appearing—it was the kind of ball that would pop up whenever you were looking for a soccer ball. Nice to see it after so long.
Curious, I gently pressed it with my foot, and it caved in completely—probably deflated from age.

Not surprising for such an old soccer ball. I kicked it into a corner and continued looking for a chair.
After wandering around for a while, I stopped when I found a pile of summer items.

Thinking there might be something useful there, I carefully pushed aside the stacked items with the back of my hand.

BANG!!

"KYAAAK!?"

The door that had been swaying in the wind suddenly closed with a tremendous noise.
Startled, I reflexively spread my wings... and my wings, which had grown much larger since I gained the ability to fly, created a huge gust of wind in the dust-filled storage room.

"Ugh!? Cough, hack!? Kuk, keh-huck!"

Coughing madly from the overwhelming dust that made it impossible to breathe, I ran toward the metal door and pushed it with my hands.
I felt something catch on my nails, but getting outside was the priority.

"Pfft! Pffft! Ptooey!! Keuung! Tuh!"

I spat out the dust that had entered my nose and mouth repeatedly, then rubbed my itchy nose with the back of my hand.
It was itchy but also strangely satisfying, and then I felt a sneeze coming.

"Uh, ueh-chit! Ungaaa... huh, huih... PHEHCHING!!"

I reflexively covered my mouth with my arm, but I didn't realize at that moment.
That sparks would fly instead of saliva.

"Ouch...! Actually, it doesn't hurt..."

Come to think of it, I was fine even in fire.
I brushed the soot off my forearm with the back of my hand and looked behind me.

"Wow..."

The metal door, which had only had its handle torn off before, now had someone's nail marks on it.
And that someone was me.

Forget the chair, I need to deal with this first.

I carefully approached the metal door, which could no longer properly function as a door, to assess the damage.

"I'm screwed..."

I was certain. This was beyond repair. At this level of damage, it would be cheaper to install a completely new door.
Or maybe melt it down and remake it.

Wait a minute.

"...Melt it?"

I wasn't sure, but it seemed worth trying.
Yeah, let's do it.

My hesitant mind leaned toward just giving it a try.
To avoid burning down the whole place just to fix one door, I placed the torn doorknob on the cement floor.

"Inhaaale..."

I took a deep breath and held it.
It was a method of breathing fire that I'd learned—or rather, realized—after the incident at the courthouse.

I closed my eyes tightly, and when I felt warmth rising to my face, I pursed my lips like whistling and breathed out fire.
Usually, I'd open my mouth wide, but that level of heat wouldn't be enough to melt iron, so I tried this method instead.

After breathing fire for a moment, the red-hot iron gradually lost its shape and turned into a bright orange liquid that was almost painful to look at.

"Pahah! It worked!"

I spat out the remaining fire and checked the melted iron.
Now I need to...

"Should I use my hands...?"

Yeah, hands should work. I've blocked much hotter fires with my hands, so iron should be fine...
With that thought, I reached toward the bubbling iron.

"..."

I closed my eyes tightly and cupped the melted iron in both hands like water, then applied it to the damaged door.
Well, it looked more like I was smearing it on rather than attaching it, but anyway, I put it on the door.

Fortunately, the melted iron adhered well to the metal door.

Clang...

Or not.
I scratched my head with the back of my hand and crouched in front of the door.

"Do I need to melt it together with the door...?"

I was about to breathe fire on a piece of iron pressed against the door when—

"What are you doing?"

"Gah!?"

Startled by Hyun's voice right behind me, I squeezed my hands too hard.
The door panel couldn't withstand my strength and crumpled, fusing with the iron piece.

"Well, at least it's attached again."

I muttered such nonsense in my half-dazed state, but the feeling of my horn being firmly grabbed forced me back to reality.
Why? At this time, he should be working at the Association. Was it the weekend? No, it's not. I saw him leaving for work this morning.

"Oh my, I came after receiving a report~"

Hearing his voice full of amusement, I called his name with a glimmer of hope.

"H-Hyun?"

"Yeah, it's me."

I'd been hoping it wasn't, but it really was Hyun. I wanted to turn around to confirm, but with my horn being held, turning my neck now would surely break it. Or break my horn.

I swallowed dryly and rolled my eyes around, but that didn't help me see behind me.
In the end, all I could do was force a smile.

"Oh, you're home early today...?"

"Someone living somewhere was setting fires at someone else's house, and we got a report. Haha, it's quite strange. Normally, when there's a fire, people call the fire department, not me."

"Ah... that must have been serious."

"But when I got the call, I found out that 'someone else's house' was my house? And that 'someone' is my childhood friend? Hahaha. What a strange coincidence, right?"

"Aha... hahaha... wow, so strange... But could you let go of my horn so we can talk face to face...?"

I lightly tapped Hyun's hand that was gripping my horn, but instead of loosening, his grip tightened.
He's not going to do that, is he?

"W-wait! I'll explain everything! Okay? Please don't shake my horns!"

Startled, I shouted, and felt his grip on my horn loosen.
Is it over?

"What the hell are you doing at home, you idiot!!"

"Urghk...! J-just a momeeent...!? M-my head...! My head's breaking aaaaargh!"

"Don't make weird noises! Man! You're making me look like the bad guy!"

Then let go of my horns first before talking...!

Ch.83 - Troublemaker (3)
After the relentless horn shaking ended, I collapsed to the floor twitching as soon as Hyun let go of my horns.
My head... my head feels so numb... The sensation is really strange, but I can't explain exactly what it feels like.

It's not like feeling nauseated with motion sickness.
Maybe like when you take a deep breath, hold it, and your face gets hot while everything spins? No, that's not it either.

It's also different from the feeling of shaking your head when you have the flu and everything's spinning.
...It was just a strange sensation. My head felt like it hurt, but somehow it also felt oddly pleasant.

*Shit...*

No. Absolutely not.
Pleasant? Yeah, that must be a misunderstanding.

As I lay face down on the floor with a deep sigh, Hyun suddenly shoved his hand under my armpit.
The unbearable ticklish sensation made me jolt involuntarily and spread my wings wide.

"Eek!?"

"Oh. Long dragon."

But Hyun wasn't surprised at all. He just picked me up, and I ended up dangling from his hands like a cat.
Hyun snickered and playfully swayed me from side to side.

"Put me down, you crazy bastard!"

"You looked like you couldn't get up on your own, so I'm helping. Just stay still."

Seeing Hyun still laughing, I trembled and hung my head low.
After much deliberation, I finally managed to say...

"Your fingers... are touching my chest, you idiot..."

It was such a humiliating thing to say that I trembled with shame.
At those words, he froze as if his program had crashed, then silently put me down on the ground.

Once on the floor, I couldn't bear to turn around, so I quietly spread my wings and wrapped them around my body like a blanket.
...Then I folded them back again, feeling self-conscious.

"..."

"..."

This is weird. At the hospital, we'd just curse at each other and move on if underwear was showing, so why is the atmosphere like this now?
Did I say something wrong? Or is it the mood? Isn't it normal for guys to playfully hit each other's chests sometimes?

Back when I was really into wrestling, we'd yell "Chap!" and hit each other's chests until they turned red.
It's not like that—just fingers touching my chest... well, the area of contact was a bit wide, but still...

*Damn it! Don't be conscious of it!! Don't be conscious of it...!*

My one comment had created an awkward atmosphere so thick it was hard to breathe.
Maybe my real ability is stopping the air around me.

Otherwise, there's no way it would be this hard to breathe. Haha.
After standing around awkwardly for a while, I finally gathered my courage.

"Um...."

No, why now of all times?
No, I'll just close my eyes and go for it. Yeah, I can do this.

"Ahem... Well... These things happen. It's not like you touched me on purpose."

It's fine. It wasn't intentional, and these things happen. Besides, you even bathed me yourself. I just told you to put me down, haha.
I laughed and said that, but Hyun didn't say anything.

Is this not working?
I swallowed hard and racked my brain before speaking again.

"You know, we used to play wrestling and stuff before. It's kind of similar... right? Haha. Hahaha..."

Chap! Chap!
I forced a laugh and playfully hit Hyun's solar plexus with the back of my hand, but he remained as still as a mannequin.

"I'm trying to lighten the mood here, give me something, man..."

"...Haah."

I didn't tell you to sigh like the world was ending, you jerk.
As I stared at him with a blank expression, Hyun squatted down and covered his face with both hands.

Seeing him looking like he'd gone way beyond maximum shame, I blinked, wiped under my nose with the back of my hand, and squatted down in front of him.

"...You okay?"

"Haha... No... Just give me a moment... I want to die from self-loathing right now."

After another deep sigh, he brushed his bangs up, dropped his head, then raised it again with a smile like he'd reached enlightenment.
His expressions changed so many times in such a short period that I felt sorry watching him. After staring at the ground for a while, he looked at me and bowed his head deeply.

"...I'm sorry. I was wrong. I was playing around without thinking."

"No... well, these things happen when you're joking around. It's fine, man."

It was actually a joke we could have just moved past, but I made it awkward by being conscious of it...
...No. No way. Who's being conscious of anything? Absolutely not.

"Actually, thinking about it again, you're the one who was wrong."

"I'm sorry..."

"Ahem! So... let's just call it even with the door you broke and forget about it."

"That's not right."

Why are you so serious only at times like this?
Are you a C?

* * *

The warehouse steel door destruction incident and the fire at the S-Class Hero's residence were both overshadowed by the "S-Class Hero groping childhood friend's chest" incident.

They say bigger issues cover up smaller ones, and it's true.

Of course, in the process, an awkwardly suffocating atmosphere developed between Hyun and me, and my chest was sacrificed, but that's the kind of problem that resolves itself with time, so it didn't really matter.
After cleaning up what had become a completely shapeless mass of iron that was once a steel door, Hyun grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and went inside.

I was carried into the house dangling like a cat held by its neck.
Hyun sat me down on the sofa, looked around the house once, and let out a deep sigh.

"Phew. When I heard there was smoke coming from the house, I flew here in a panic, but I'm glad it wasn't anything serious."

"Sorry. I accidentally ripped off the door and was trying to fix it..."

I smiled as I repeated the explanation I'd been giving since outside, and Hyun shook his head with a smirk.

"Right, because that's something that just can't happen in life."

"Shouldn't you comfort me by saying 'these things happen in life' when someone says that?"

"What kind of life do you have to live to demolish a steel door and set up a steel mill in someone's yard? If you'd messed up worse, the house could have burned down, man."

I flinched at his words hitting the mark.
But I really felt so wronged. I know I shouldn't feel wronged, but I did.

He was poking at exactly the part of me that already felt like the whole world was against me, and I couldn't help but frown.

*It's not like I was thinking, "Hehe, I'm going to set the house on fire! I'll destroy the steel door too!" I was trying to solve a problem, so couldn't he cut me some slack?*

...I only thought it to myself without saying it out loud, but I still felt quite guilty.
After thinking to myself for a while, I sighed deeply and flopped down on the sofa.

"...There's nothing to do at home."

When Hyun goes to work, I'm left alone at home. Then all I can do is sleep or watch TV.
To be precise, those are the only things I can do.

That might be nice for a day or two, but when it repeats every day, it's enough to drive someone crazy.
Honestly, if I could just go outside, things wouldn't have gotten this bad...

*...Damn Harmageddon.*

Seriously, what is all this because of those bastards?
As I lay face down on the sofa grinding my teeth, Hyun came over and sat by my head.

"I told you before that I'd buy you a computer, you should have just accepted it."

"Back then..."

I fumbled with my words, unable to continue, and Hyun scratched his head and changed the subject.

"Well, even if you couldn't accept it then because you were being fake modest, you could just ask for one now, right?"

"A person has to have some dignity. How could I ask for it now after refusing once...?"

I sighed deeply and turned to lie on my back, and Hyun pressed his index finger against my forehead with a smirk.

"Does a person with dignity try to set their friend's house on fire?"

I frowned angrily when he brought up what I thought was a finished conversation again.
In response, Hyun pressed between my eyebrows as if telling me to unfrown. That just made me angrier, and I shouted.

"We already finished talking about that!"

"Huh? What nonsense is that? We haven't even started talking about it yet, and you're saying it's over? Did you time travel by yourself?"

"You said earlier we'd call it even with you touching my chest!"

"What the hell are you talking about, you crazy bastard! When did I say that?!"

"It's a fact that you touched my chest!! You felt up my naked, defenseless body all over! Huh?!"

"You crazy idiot! Who describes getting bathed like that?! You couldn't wash yourself so I helped you!! Are you trying to destroy my social image?! And besides, if we let it go like that, what would that make me look like, you lunatic?!"

"What else would it make you look like but a pedo?!"

"What?! You're running your mouth too freely! Want me to grab your horns and shake them again?!"

"Just try it and I'll breathe fire in your face!!"

As we shouted at each other, we both burst into laughter at the same time.
I don't know why. It just started as a snicker and then exploded into full-on laughter for a while.

Why were we laughing?
I'm not sure.

But it felt refreshing somehow.
After laughing so hard that my breathing became rough, I sighed deeply and blinked while looking up at the ceiling.

"...It's been a while since we fought like this, shouting at each other."

It was more like we were both yelling and joking around rather than fighting.
I said with a smirk, and Hyun shrugged with a bitter smile.

"Yeah, it has. That's what happens when your self-esteem-destroyed childhood friend pretends to be Yu Sia."

"I'm so sorry for being a fake claimant."

"It's good that you were a fake claimant, not something to be sorry about. Anyway, move your horns, they keep poking my leg."

"Do you think my horns are springs or something?"

I looked at Hyun with a blank expression, poked his leg with my horns a couple of times, and then slid down a bit.
Oh, come to think of it, now that the problem is solved, shouldn't I go back to the Association?

The thought suddenly occurred to me, and I blinked and asked.

"Hey, aren't you going back to work?"

At those words, Hyun frowned as if he'd heard something terrible.

"Going to work twice? What kind of horrible thing is that?"

"Ah, I misspoke. Don't you need to go back to the Association?"

"That's the same thing. But why do you ask all of a sudden?"

"Just curious. You came much earlier than usual today. If you rushed out for an emergency, shouldn't you go back?"

"I took a half day off because they said there was a fire at home, so I don't have to go back."

"Oh, so you don't have to go out today?"

"Yeah. Thanks to you, I get to rest. Thank you."

Hyun leaned against the sofa backrest and turned on the TV with a smirk.

The TV showed the variety program that was always on.

It was a program I'd watched so much when Hyun wasn't around that I was sick of it, but today it seemed strangely entertaining.
I found myself chuckling at even the simplest wordplay as I watched.

"Oh, right. Come with me to the Association tomorrow."

"Huh? Oh. Sure. Ahaha."

For the first time in a long while, I thought watching TV was fun.
Oh, and I think Hyun said something in the middle, but I don't really remember what.

Ch.84 - Pervert (1)
"Hnnng... Hnng..."

I blinked groggily while lying face down on the stone bed, then twisted my body to check the clock.

6:30 AM.
Hyun usually leaves for work at 7:30, so there's still plenty of time before I need to see him off.

*Why am I up so early today...?*

I woke up a whole 57 minutes earlier than usual.
A whole 57 minutes. That's enough time to cook instant ramen and still have an hour to spare.

Normally, I wake up at 7:27, spend one minute squirming in bed, another minute in a cat-like pose with my face buried in the pillow and my butt in the air trying to wake up, and the last minute grabbing my tuna plushie and heading to the front door. That's three minutes.
Then at exactly 7:30, I say goodbye to Hyun as he leaves for work, and go back to sleep.

My perfectly crafted morning routine has been completely ruined by this healthy "early to bed, early to rise" lifestyle.
What am I supposed to do with these 57 extra minutes? There's nothing to do.

*If I go back to sleep, I might not wake up again.*

I stared blankly at the ceiling, blinking slowly before letting out a long yawn.
I yawned so hard that tears formed in my eyes and my jaw ached a bit. But at least I was fully awake now.

Of course, being awake didn't mean I was getting out of bed right away.
Mornings are meant for spending at least ten minutes whining about not wanting to get up.

As I was lying there in my cat pose with my face buried in the pillow, the door suddenly burst open.
Since this is Hyun's house, he's the only one who would come in.

"Hey, are you sleeping?"

What is he trying to do, disturbing my precious sleep this early in the morning?
...Actually, I've been awake for a while, but I was too lazy to move, so I didn't answer. Hyun came into the room.

"Hey. Are you sleeping or what?"

He didn't just say "You're sleeping? Sleep well," and leave. Instead, he came into the room, clearly determined to wake me up no matter what.
I sighed deeply as he started shaking my body.

"Currently unavailable. Please try again later..."

"Stop talking nonsense and get up, you brat."

SMACK!! With a sharp sound, a tingling sensation ran from my butt up my spine, causing my wings to spread out with a whoosh!
Maybe it's because my wings are located near my lower back, close to my butt, but it was almost like a reflex reaction.

*That stings...*

I frowned and turned toward Hyun.
He was flexing his hand and shaking it. Why is he acting like that when he's the one who hit me?

"...That hurt, you asshole."

"Can't you see my palm is all red? I'm the one in pain here. That's not a butt, it's a rock."

"Idiot. Serves you right."

As I snickered, Hyun grabbed the back of my neck and lifted me up.
I grabbed the bed in surprise, but Hyun lifted me along with the bed. Oh right, this guy is an S-Class Hero.

"What are you, a cat? Put the bed down, man."

"No, why are you suddenly trying to drag someone who was peacefully sleeping? You should explain that first before I decide whether to let go or not!"

"What are you talking about? I told you yesterday!"

"Told me what? I don't remember anything!"

"You don't remember because you weren't listening, not because I didn't tell you. Don't you remember me saying we need to go to the Association together today?"

Did he say that...? When...?
I tried hard to think, but my brain, having only been awake for about five minutes, couldn't recall anything no matter how much I racked it.

All I could remember was nearly setting the house on fire yesterday, completely destroying an iron door, and having kimchi stew for dinner.

"Did you really say that...?"

"I figured as much. Now that you've heard it, put the bed down and get ready."

"If I let go here, the floor might break."

Hyun sighed deeply and lowered me slightly, and I put the stone bed on the floor and released my grip.

"Better? Let's go."

Hyun grabbed the back of my neck again and dragged me straight to the bathroom.
He must have turned on the water before coming to get me, because the bathroom was already filled with humid heat, and steamy white water was flowing from the shower.

"Okay, arms up."

I raised my arms, and Hyun helped me take off my pajamas, then gave me a shower like he usually does.
But today, the shower seemed unusually long.

Normally, it takes only about 10 minutes to get completely wet, use shampoo, conditioner, and treatment, but today it was taking much longer for some reason.

"Hey, why is this taking so long?"

"It's the same as usual, why?"

Is it...? Am I just being too conscious of it, making it feel longer? Thinking that, I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to be aware of it, but with my eyes closed, the feeling of the shower puff against my skin became even more pronounced, so I opened them again.

In this ridiculous situation where trying not to be conscious of something made me more conscious of it, I tried to calm myself by slowly counting from 1 to 100 in my head.

And while doing so, I definitely noticed something was off.
Even after counting to 100, no, even after passing 500, the shower still wasn't over.

"...No matter how I look at it, this is taking longer than usual."

"Just wait a bit. There's something weird stuck to your back, that's why."

"Something weird? Are you talking about my wings?"

"No, something else. It looks like it's about to come off, so stay still. What is this...?"

"What do you mean, what is it?"

"Just a moment."

Hyun said that while rubbing the back of my waist with his hand.
It felt strange, but I trusted Hyun and let him do his thing.

The reason I was confident Hyun wouldn't do anything weird was because he was persistently rubbing only my back area.
I wondered if my skin would peel off at this rate, but it didn't feel like he was scrubbing hard with a brush to remove stubborn dirt—it was more like he was gently rubbing with his hand, so I let it slide.

*Right. He's probably just being thorough with washing. Yeah, that must be it. Hyun even said there was something weird stuck to my back.*

But it was taking way too long to just let it slide.
I wasn't counting one number per second; I was counting at about the same speed as when we used to play hide-and-seek in the neighborhood as kids, counting from one to ten, and it still took this long.

No, no. It must be my imagination. It couldn't be Hyun of all people.
That time he called me a pedo was just a joke, and Hyun likes curvy figures, not cylindrical bodies like mine.

That's what I tried to tell myself, desperately denying it, but...

*No, this is too much no matter how you look at it...*

This was way beyond a reasonable amount of time.
How could it take twice as long as usual?

And it wasn't even the time spent drying off and blow-drying my hair after washing—just the shower itself was taking twice as long.

*This really doesn't seem right—!?*

Along with a rough feeling rubbing between my wings, just above my tailbone, I felt something like... tape? peeling off, which made my body shudder.

"Kyaang!?"

The sudden tingling sensation made me involuntarily let out an embarrassingly lewd moan, and my legs gave out, causing me to collapse right where I stood.

*What was that? What just happened?*

If it had just felt like peeling off tape, I would have just asked "What's that?" and moved on, but it wasn't like that.
It was a kind of sensation I'd never felt before, which made my legs give out automatically.

Seriously, I almost wet myself right then and there.
That's how intense the feeling was.

"...? ...!?"

Still unable to calm down, I looked at Hyun with trembling legs.
He also seemed surprised, staring at me with a shocked expression.

*What is it? What's going on?*

*That's what I want to know, you crazy bastard.*

Neither of us said anything, but we understood each other's thoughts just from our expressions and blinked.
Suddenly noticing something in Hyun's hand, I rolled my eyes to see what was stuck between his fingers.

It was shed skin.
It was much thicker and larger than what I'd seen on animal documentaries or in books, but it was definitely shed skin.

"Is that what you peeled off my back?"

"Yeah."

"And that's why the shower was taking so long?"

"Yeah."

Hyun nodded mechanically, apparently quite shocked, which made me frown deeply as I smacked his stomach with the back of my hand.

"I'm the one who should be more surprised, why are you reacting like that, you jerk?"

"Well... um... sorry."

"Don't apologize, you idiot! It makes things awkward!"

"Hmm..."

The awkwardness created by what just happened continued even after I finished showering and got dressed.
It would have been nice if we could have laughed it off as a funny incident, but it was a bit too much for that.

*Damn it. Making such a weird sound in front of Hyun of all people...*

Collapsing with a moan in front of my childhood friend.
This is so embarrassing I could die.

"Damn it..."

I sighed deeply enough to sink the ground and covered my face with both hands.
What made it even more annoying was that I seemed to be the only one bothered by what had just happened.

*I really didn't expect him to have no reaction at all...*

I thought he would at least blush or get angry about the sound I made.
While part of me was relieved, another part felt a bit hurt in my pride.

Well, I guess it makes sense. It would be weirder for my childhood friend, who used to be a guy like me, to react.
No, it would be wrong from the start for him to react to a scrawny kid like me.

So it's right that Hyun didn't have any reaction.
Yeah, that's how it should be.

"...Aaaargh! This is so frustrating!"

Why am I obsessing over something like this!
Ah, shit... Ah! This is so stupid! Really!

As I was fuming and getting irritated at myself for caring about such trivial things, I buried my face in the sofa and slumped down.
After some time, the bathroom door opened, and Hyun walked out.

"Hey, I'm done showering. Let's go."

Sure enough, Hyun came out of the bathroom acting as if nothing had happened.
I felt a surge of anger and frowned.

"I'm! Not! Going!"

"Come on, I told you we have to go today!"

"I said I'm not going!"

"Why are you throwing a tantrum again..."

"I don't know, you jerk!!"

I shouted loudly out of frustration.
Of course, that didn't mean I could avoid going, and I ended up being dragged out with Hyun holding the back of my neck.

Ch.85 - Pervert (2)
I carefully analyzed the text, matching all character names and terms to the glossary before translating.

On the way to the Association in Hyun's car, I hugged my tuna plushie in the back seat and stared out the window with a sullen expression, feeling frustrated.

My mood felt strange today. My emotions were more unstable than usual, and things that normally wouldn't bother me were suddenly irritating.

What's worse, I seemed to have accepted being in a female body as normal. Well, I suppose it makes sense—my mind may be male, but my body is female.

But that's what's strange. Just a few days ago, I was still in denial, insisting "I'm a man," but now I'm accepting being female?

It's weird. No matter how unstable my emotions get, having my entire identity suddenly flip shouldn't happen.
The bigger problem was that I knew something was wrong, but couldn't control it.

*Sigh... Why am I like this today, seriously...*

I don't understand my own feelings.
Feeling like I might lose my mind from frustration, I kept sighing deeply while curled up in the back seat. Choi Hyun, who was driving, glanced at me nervously.

Why are you the one looking nervous?
I felt sorry, frustrated, slightly irritated, and even pathetic all at once. I was truly experiencing what it means to be "all over the place."

After blinking blankly, I buried my face in the tuna plushie's belly and sighed deeply.

"Hey. Isn't it about time you stopped being angry?"

"I'm not angry."

"You've been frowning and sighing heavily this whole time, and you're not angry?"

"...I said I'm not, okay?"

I tried raising my voice slightly to prove I wasn't angry, but instead of sounding more upbeat, my voice just got louder, making me sound even more irritated.
Finally realizing I'd been snappy this whole time, I set the tuna plushie aside and looked at Hyun's face in the rearview mirror.

Thankfully, Hyun just looked a bit glum rather than angry or irritated.
Here I was, being irritable while worrying about whether Hyun might get upset with me.

Even I thought, what kind of person am I?
I closed my eyes briefly to collect my emotions, gently placed my legs down on the floor, and called out to Hyun.

"...Hey, Hyun."

Honestly, being irritable first and then apologizing is incredibly embarrassing.
I mean, apologizing after doing something wrong is common sense, but why does it feel so embarrassing? I used to think that way, but now that I'm in this position, I understand.

It takes considerable courage to apologize after acting out first.
The light had turned red, stopping the car, and Hyun turned slightly toward me.

"Feeling better now?"

I expected a teasing grin, but his expression was much more serious than I anticipated, making me lower my eyes nervously.

*Is he... really angry? Did I complain too much? Did I say something I shouldn't have?*

As I hesitated, I caught myself overthinking again and frowned slightly.

Why am I worrying about this?
We're friends. Not just any friends, but childhood friends who tease each other about embarrassing moments.

I should just say, "Sorry, I'm not feeling great today. My emotions are all over the place and I don't know why. That's why I was irritable. I'm sorry." That's all I need to say. Why can't I do something so simple?

After a short exhale, I closed my eyes and spoke.

"I'm sorry for being irritable. My emotions are particularly unstable today, and I keep getting annoyed over nothing."

"That happens. Well... you may be small, but you're in a woman's body now, so I guess those days were bound to come. It's okay, don't worry about it too much."

His considerate words made me feel warm inside.
I was about to nod with a faint smile when I noticed something odd.

"...Huh?"

Those days coming because I'm in a woman's body...?
Finally understanding what Hyun meant, I frowned deeply.

I instinctively took a breath to shout but converted it into a deep breath instead.
Right... Hyun said that out of consideration for me, so I shouldn't snap at him. Besides, he doesn't know any better.

"I don't have periods."

When I answered as calmly as possible, Hyun jumped in shock, causing the car to swerve dramatically.
The morning rush hour traffic was already congested, and we nearly crashed into the car next to us, but fortunately, no major accident occurred.

Of course, I wouldn't have been hurt, but the near-accident itself startled me.
I unconsciously gripped the seat so hard I nearly tore it.

With wide eyes, I carefully removed my nails from the seat and sighed deeply.

I tried to hold back, but this was too much.

"Are you crazy?! We almost hit the car next to us!!"

"Ah, geez. Sorry. I was just surprised."

"What's so surprising? I literally just said I don't have periods because I don't. Why is that so shocking?"

"Hah..."

As I blinked at him, Hyun let out a deep, heartfelt sigh and pushed his bangs back.
Wondering why he was reacting that way, I tilted my head, and Hyun covered his mouth with his hand and sighed again.

"This is mortifying."

"You... Don't ever talk like that in front of Ha-Young noona... or anyone else for that matter."

"Why not? What's wrong with saying I don't have periods?"

"Sigh... Yu Sia. I know you have no ill intentions and you're just clueless. But... that's not something you casually talk about. If that's not the case, just say 'it's not like that.' Understand?"

His serious teacher-like expression and tone annoyed me, but he must have a reason...
Wait a minute... Oh. OH. Wait, seriously?

"You sick bastard, what are you thinking?!"

"Why are you getting mad at me, you idiot?!"

"No...! Ah, that...! Logically, this body having periods doesn't make any sense!! But what...!! Die, you pedo!"

"Hey! Don't say things that will make others misunderstand! Besides, some people with modified bodies experience physical changes regardless of their apparent age!! That's why we're going to the Association today, and if you talk like that there, not only will you be in trouble, but I'll be dead too, you idiot!!"

Socially dead for sure, and possibly literally killed by an enraged Ha-Young noona.
Well, she probably wouldn't kill him, but she'd make him wish she had.

Hyun emphasized several times that I shouldn't say such things until we finished parking in front of the Association building, and I had to nod repeatedly under his pressure.

"Please, I'm begging you."

"I get it. I really get it, so stop talking about it."

His repeated emphasis was getting tiresome.
I frowned and waved my hand dismissively, and Hyun finally closed his mouth with a sigh.

"Does the Association do health checkups too?"

"Of course not for ordinary people. Only officially registered Heroes and monsters who have completed monster registration and passed individual screening by the Association Director can get checkups there."

"And that's me?"

"That's right. Be grateful you have an S-Class Hero as a friend."

I smiled and nodded at Hyun's confident expression.
I've actually been grateful for a long time. I just didn't express it verbally because I was embarrassed.

No, wait, I'm pretty sure I thanked him properly...
Well, it doesn't really matter.

We entered the Association through the revolving door. The first-floor lobby was much larger than it appeared from outside.
Once inside, I saw that the center was open, connecting the first, second, and third floors, making it feel less like a hotel lobby and more like a department store.

"Wow... This is the Hero Association?"

"Oh? Right... I guess this is your first time here?"

"Of course it's my first time. But it's much... bigger than I expected."

I had expected it to be large since it's the Heroes' headquarters, but it was much bigger than I'd imagined.
If the first floor was like this, the inside would be... well, predictable. They must have spent an absurd amount of money.

"But is it okay for Heroes to be this... flashy? Shouldn't they be more modest?"

It was so blatantly extravagant that I felt uncomfortable, so I nudged Hyun and asked.
Hyun made a thoughtful sound and scratched his head.

"It's been like this for a long time."

"How long is 'a long time'?"

"Since before the Hero Association was the Hero Association."

Ah, so it was built during the Hunter era. That makes sense.
I don't know exactly what the Hunter era was like, but I've heard enough to accept it.

"There's a lot on the first floor. A coffee shop, bakery, and what's that? A restaurant?"

"Ah, that. That's the employee cafeteria."

"That restaurant is the employee cafeteria? I want to be a Hero too."

"But it costs 20,000 won per meal."

"Never mind about being a Hero. Who pays 20,000 won for a meal? That's terrible welfare. I could eat three bowls of soup and rice outside for that money."

"But the pay matches it."

As we were talking while walking through the first-floor lobby, I noticed many eyes on us.

"S-Class Heroes must be rare even here."

"It's not me. They're looking at you. I come to work every day, so why would they find me interesting?"

"Really?"

I turned my head slightly toward where I felt the stares and made eye contact with a red-haired woman I'd seen once before on the rooftop.
Her glare was so intense I could feel her hostility even from here.

"..."

Let's pretend I didn't see that.
I quietly lowered my eyes and stuck close to Hyun.

Ch.86 - Heart's Discontent (1)
I suddenly clung to Hyun's side, causing him to blink and look at me.
After giving me a look that said "What's up with her all of a sudden?" Hyun smiled slightly and said, "Are you nervous because there are so many people?"

"No... it's not that..."

Nervous? Well... honestly, it was a bit burdensome.
Still, people were just looking at me from a distance without doing anything else, so I wasn't extremely nervous.

That's why the stares from around me weren't a big problem.
I'd already experienced plenty of stares when I escaped from the hospital and at the court.

The real problem was something else.

*Among those staring people, there's one who hates me to an abnormal degree...*

I believe her name was Ryu Hwa? If she just glanced at me once, it wouldn't matter, but she'd been staring intently since earlier, looking like she'd keep watching until we finished the health checkup and went home.
The only consolation was that, like others, she was staring from a distance.

*She was standing at the second-floor railing, right?*

Recalling our brief eye contact earlier, I looked up toward the second-floor railing and met Ryu Hwa's eyes, still glaring at me.

Creeeeak!

Though there was some distance between us, the open design of the central hall made the metal railing's creaking sound echo throughout the lounge like an instrument.

—Aah! Unnie Ryu Hwa! Are you breaking the railing again because you're angry!? That's the third time this month!!

I was about to dismiss it as my imagination, but someone's screaming voice confirmed it was real.
But at this point, Hyun must have noticed too, so why wasn't he saying anything?

As I moved closer to Hyun, he glanced up at the second-floor railing and scratched his head.

"Ignore her. Getting involved will only cause trouble."

I blinked at Hyun's response as he sighed deeply.
His tone suggested he'd known about this all along.

"What? You knew?"

"Of course I knew. I'm not an S-Class Hero for nothing. I've been deliberately ignoring her staring since you entered the Association."

"Why?"

"For the reason I just mentioned."

Shaking his head, Hyun took out what looked like a card from his inner pocket and held it against the elevator button.

"It might be different with others, but you have nothing to gain by getting involved with Noona Ryu Hwa."

Hyun said with a bitter smile.
I understood the unspoken reason behind his words.

Feeling a bitter taste in my mouth, I let out a deep sigh.
With a ding, the elevator arrived, and Hyun and I quietly stepped inside.

"But... I'm curious about something."

"What is it?"

"Why isn't Ryu Hwa... talking about me to others?"

Actually, I was more worried than curious.
Since she knew I was created based on the Light Dragon and harbored tremendous hatred toward the Light Dragon, it wouldn't be strange if she spread information about me everywhere.

But she didn't.
Though I hadn't seen it directly, people can make inferences.

The stares I received upon entering the Association didn't contain hostility or disgust. Rather, they were looks of curiosity.
If Ryu Hwa had told people in the Association about me, would I have received such stares?

What if she had leaked it to reporters? Or if she had gone around spreading the fact herself?
If that had happened, even with Hyun's help, I would have been overwhelmed by the aftermath.

I might not know how impressive an S-Class Hero's reputation is, but I know how terrible the Light Dragon's infamy is.
Not 100 or 200, but 500. No, tens of thousands of people slaughtered by that monster... that says it all.

Hearing my question, Hyun silently looked through the transparent elevator wall before answering.
Moving closer to see, I noticed the red hair of someone nervously scratching her head—Ryu Hwa, who had been glaring at me.

"Noona Ryu Hwa knows you're not that Light Dragon, so she's restraining herself as much as possible."

"...She knows? Then, why did she attack me at first?"

"That was your first encounter. It's natural she misunderstood when she knew nothing about you."

"I see..."

I stared at the receding red hair until the walls surrounded the elevator, blocking her from view.

"So she knows now. When did you tell her?"

"After handling the court incident, I immediately called Noona Ha-Young and had a three-way meeting. That's why I got home late that day."

"Did Ryu Hwa accept it?"

"...She has some personality issues, but she's still an A-Class Hero."

His vague answer meant she had somehow accepted it.
I didn't ask the obvious question of why she was still glaring at me like she wanted to kill me.

I understood that intellectually understanding something and emotionally accepting it are different things.
Even I, who changed from male to female, and a terrible monster...

...Let's not think about that anymore.
Feeling uncomfortable, I tapped Hyun's leg.

"What?"

"So where are we going? According to the wall here, the Health Promotion Center, Blood Collection Room, and Fitness Center are all underground."

Why are we going up?
When I asked with blinking eyes, Hyun let out an "Ah" of realization.

"First, we're going to meet Noona. There are some things we need to do because of the court rescue."

"What? You should have told me that first. Do I need to memorize something like when we did the interview with reporters?"

"It's very different from a reporter interview. At the Association, Association people conduct the interview, and even then, they just take some photos and ask how you felt at the time, what your mindset was when saving people, things like that."

"Will it take long?"

"Well, since Noona said she'd do it herself, if we do it quickly, maybe about 10 minutes or so?"

"Hmm... I thought..."

My ears popped from the elevator's ascent, moving involuntarily.
I opened and closed my mouth to clear the blocked feeling in my ears before continuing.

"Since there was no word for over a week after the incident, I thought you were just covering it up because of me."

"Why would we pass up something that could improve your image? The reason there's been no word until now is... hah..."

Hyun sighed deeply and crossed his arms. There's only one group that could make Hyun react like that.
Actually, there's only one group in Korea that gets that kind of treatment.

"It's Harmageddon, isn't it?"

"That's right. They seem to be planning something serious, with suspicious movements appearing nationwide. We've arrested most of them, but there were so many that dealing with them all caused the delay."

His head-shaking conveyed considerable fatigue.
But separately, I had a question.

"Are there that many people cooperating with Harmageddon?"

Always Harmageddon this, Harmageddon that... and now they're operating nationwide, not just in districts?

Even I know that to operate on a national scale requires an unusual number of people.

But unless the country is truly falling apart, how could so many people be cooperating with Harmageddon?
And they keep appearing despite arrests... it was incomprehensible.

"Remember what I mentioned before? About Harmageddon artificially creating monsters."

That single sentence explained everything he'd said earlier.
And in that moment, a chill ran down my spine, and cold sweat broke out.

"Don't tell me all those arrested were...?"

"Not all, but most were artificially created monsters."

—Hello, Sister No. 441.

Suddenly, I remembered the monster who introduced herself as No. 445.
If, just if, there were many such monsters, and they could keep creating more...?

"Isn't that dangerous?"

"Fortunately or unfortunately, all the captured monsters died shortly after. They were probably hastily created disposable tools."

"Are they different from the monster I saw at the court?"

"Very different. Most of the captured monsters had no special abilities and just enough intelligence to carry out orders. Anyway, that's how it is."

Hyun sighed deeply and shook his head.
With a ding, Hyun looked up, uncrossed his arms, and patted my shoulder lightly.

"Let's end this conversation here. We've arrived."

I nodded and followed Hyun out of the elevator.
And then...

"Oh, Oppa, you're here?"

I stopped in my tracks at the sight of a woman with straight black hair approaching Hyun with a bright smile.
Twitch.

"Yeah, is Noona Ha-Young here?"

"Of course. Oh, Oppa, is this the child you mentioned?"

"Yes, Yu Sia."

"Hmm... Oh, I just realized we have the same surname? Yu Chae-Ah, Yu Sia."

"Huh? I hadn't thought about it, but you're right."

"Don't people usually notice that right away? Oppa, you're so sharp at work but so dense at times like this."

Yu Chae-Ah chuckled and placed her hand on Hyun's arm, then turned toward me.
She looked at me for a moment, then smiled and reached her hand toward my head.

"My name is Yu Chae-Ah. Nice to—"

Suddenly feeling irritated, I swatted her hand away.

"Don't touch me so casually."

I frowned as I said this.
I didn't know why, but for some reason, I just really disliked this woman.

Ch.87 - Heart's Discontent (2)
I have an eye for people.
Of course, when I say "an eye for people," I'm not simply referring to my vision.

It means having the ability to objectively judge what kind of person someone is, beyond just distinguishing between good and bad people based on first impressions.

I developed this eye for survival.
Before I became Secretary and Sidekick to Director Seo Ha-Young, back when I was just called a C-Class Hunter without even being referred to by name.

In those days when Gates were still open, the world was one of survival of the fittest—a world cruelly harsh to the weak.
It was a time when many people trusted seemingly kind first impressions, only to be backstabbed and exploited in various ways.

That's why I had to develop an eye for people.
Not just an eye for first impressions or abilities, but one that could see through to a person's true intentions.

This would have been impossible for an ordinary person no matter how hard they tried, but when the Gates opened, the ability I awakened was enhanced vision.
An ability useless for anything except seeing far and in detail, but it became a reliable ally in developing my eye for people.

At first, I thought, "What kind of garbage ability is this?" But once I decided to put it to use, it proved incredibly helpful.
From scouting and dodging enemy attacks to reading people's expressions—it was nearly omnipotent when it came to anything involving "seeing."

Anyway, after making up my mind, I honed my eye power by observing all kinds of people.
I reached a level where I could vaguely read people's thoughts through the subtle movements of their facial muscles and eyes—their eyes, eyelids, pupils, the corners of their mouths, their lips, and so on.

With no special talent and an awakened ability that was nothing special, this eye was perfected through my desperate struggle to survive.
Of course, it's not 100% accurate, but it boasts an impressive accuracy rate of 60-80%.

If nothing else, this eye was an ability I could confidently claim was "exceptional" even among A and S-Class Heroes.
And through my eyes, Yu Sia appeared to be...

*A little brat...*

A yellow-sprouted little brat hiding behind the back of the "Oppa" she liked, secretly causing trouble.
Not an ordinary brat, of course, but a little monster with horns and wings.

I could have observed much more if I'd focused a bit more, but I deliberately chose not to.
I thought there was no need for a mature "adult" like myself to use my eye on a "kid" who was at most a third or fourth grader.

That's not to say I was dismissing or looking down on this little Yu Sia.
It's just that the child before me was the root cause of injury to someone I cared about, causing various troubles and forcing him to work while severely injured.

*Sigh...*

Thinking about all the hardship Hyun Oppa went through to save that one little Yu Sia still makes my blood boil.
Back then, Oppa lived as if he was being hunted. No, from what I observed, it wasn't even living.

Out of 24 hours a day, he slept at most 2 hours, maybe 3 at the longest.
Even that brief sleep was interrupted by nightmares that made him wake up with a start.

After waking, he would go to the archives as if possessed, searching for information about Harmageddon, and whenever there was news of Harmageddon appearing, he would rush to the scene.
When other Heroes went home, he stayed alone at the Association studying law and preparing for certifications.

And this was an S-Class Hero, called a hero by others.
It was as if he was saying, "I must not rest."

He looked truly, truly precarious.
It wouldn't have been surprising if he had died from overwork the very next day.

But that dangerous lifestyle changed like magic after he rescued that little one.
The person who had been living because he couldn't die—no, living to die—became an ordinary person who worked during the day and went home at night.

He even started to smile a little.

*...*

But in exchange, injuries began to appear on Oppa's body, which had never been hurt even during his murderous lifestyle.
One day he came with a large wound on his back, and the next time his face was injured. He even almost lost an eye that time.

*And now even full-body burns...*

The Association's Healer said, "It's a miracle he's alive with injuries like these." What makes me angrier is that even with such injuries, he rushed out.

To save that child.
For Yu Sia.

*Why...*

I was jealous.
Why not me?

Am I not enough?
After showing so obviously how much I liked him, why that little one instead of me...?

*What am I doing, being so childish...*

Yes, I know. I know that little one is just a victim too.
I understood it intellectually, but my heart, twisted with ugly jealousy, envy, and hatred, couldn't accept it.

*Maybe I'll never be able to accept it, perhaps for the rest of my life.*

Yu Chae-Ah inwardly sighed deeply as she rubbed her tingling right hand.
Whether she had unconsciously controlled her strength or not, her bones weren't broken, but her palm tingled like when she'd been hit with a ruler as a child.

"Hey, Yu Sia, are you really not going to apologize?"

"...What did I do."

Slowly closing and opening her eyes, Chae-Ah saw Hyun Oppa grabbing Sia's horns with both hands and shaking them vigorously from side to side.
The sight of her trembling but absolutely refusing to apologize made Chae-Ah think, "A child is still a child."

"Sigh..."

You can scold her all day, but I won't acknowledge it.
Faced with the little one's attitude that she had done nothing wrong, Hyun Oppa finally sighed deeply and surrendered.

"Chae-Ah, I'm sorry. Let me apologize on her behalf."

"No, it's okay. If you think about it, it was partly my fault for trying to pat her head when we just met."

When she responded with a bitter smile, Hyun Oppa approached and held out his hand.

"Let me see your hand for a moment. Just to be sure."

"Ah, really, it's fine..."

Despite saying this, she gently extended her hand.
What fool would refuse the chance to legally hold hands with the Oppa she had a crush on?

What had been frustrating and irritating enough to make her sigh just moments ago now seemed like a lie as the corners of her mouth twitched involuntarily.
She hated herself for reacting this way just from holding hands, but... what could she do? The one who falls in love first loses, right?

"Tell me if it hurts. If it's broken, we need to get it treated right away."

His hands are so big... warm... Ah, more scars again...
For a moment, she almost clenched her fist to grasp Oppa's hand, but with superhuman restraint, she just slightly moved her thumb to gently stroke the back of his hand.

"Ah."

"Does it hurt?"

"No, no, it just tickles when you press so gently..."

"Really? It doesn't hurt?"

Nod, nod.

"So, could you maybe massage it a little harder?"

When she looked up at Oppa saying that, he blinked, nodded, and applied a bit more pressure.
Wow... look at the veins on the back of his hand... Is this for real? How can someone be so handsome just from their hands?

She was swallowing dryly, feeling Oppa's hands massaging hers, when—
WHACK! Oppa almost fell to his knees.

The little one standing right behind him had kicked the back of his knee.

"Ugh!?"

Oppa reflexively gripped my hand tightly, and despite the situation, I got goosebumps from how happy it made me.

"Hey!"

"Ah..."

In that moment, Oppa shouted and let go of my hand, and I, feeling disappointed, caressed my right hand where he had gripped it tightly, savoring the lingering warmth.
Trying hard to calm my wildly beating heart, I looked up to see the little one being shaken by Oppa, who was holding her horns.

"What's wrong with you today, seriously? Huh?"

"Let gooooo!!"

"Say you'll behave!!"

"Hey... hey...! Hey, hey, you fucking bastard!!"

"Oh, you little!?"

The little one, who had been pretending not to notice while being shaken by her horns, struggled and tried to kick Oppa, but her legs were too short to reach.
A few times she almost connected, but Oppa dodged them all as if he was used to it.

"I'll, I'll behave, aaahhh!?"

"You should have done that from the start."

"Shi... you son of a bitch..."

It was so natural that I didn't notice at first, but these two... aren't they unusually comfortable with each other?
Blinking, I looked back and forth between them and tapped Oppa's shoulder.

"Um... what kind of relationship do you two have...?"

"Huh? Oh, didn't I tell you?"

Tilting my head in confusion, Oppa smiled and patted the little one's head.
Though she seemed to dislike it, dodging this way and that, she didn't use her hands to stop him.

The sight somehow resembled a dog presenting its head to be petted.

"She's my childhood friend. My friend who went missing ten years ago."

"Ah! Get your hand off!"

"Ah..."

So that's why they were so comfortable with each other.
That's why he had been searching so desperately.

The smile Oppa was wearing now wasn't the fake smile he usually showed just to reassure others.
It was a genuine, bright smile coming from the heart.

I watched as Oppa, showing a smile he had never shown me, played around with the little one... no, with Yu Sia.

*I'm jealous...*

...Wait a minute, does that mean these two are the same age?
Even with a ten-year age gap... there are couples with twelve-year age gaps, so ten years isn't that much...

*Could it be that the reason she's been interfering all this time is...?*

I just thought she was a little kid based on appearances, but maybe...
After making Oppa suffer so much and get injured, is she shamelessly trying to claim the spot beside him?

The situation was so absurd that I couldn't help but laugh hollowly as I stared at Yu Sia, speechless.
Just then, the door to the Director's office opened, and Ha-Young Unnie came out.

"Chae-Ah, why is it so noisy out here... What? Hyun and Sia are here? If you're here, you should come in. Why are you standing there? Come in quickly. We have a pile of documents that need to be processed right away."

"Haha, sorry, Chae-Ah. Let's talk again later."

"Ah, yes..."

Oppa nodded with a smile and tapped Yu Sia's shoulder.

"Hey, let's go."

"If you grab my horns again, I'll really bite you."

"Go ahead and bite. What can you do if I grab one horn in each hand?"

Watching the two of them enter the Director's office, hitting each other gently like real friends, I stared blankly.
Just before the door to the Director's office closed—

Yu Sia, who was the last to enter, turned to look at me.
Her bright yellow eyes, unwavering, curved like crescent moons.

What those eyes contained was an astonishing level of possessiveness and mockery directed at me.
Possessiveness, not even affection, just mere possessiveness.

"Huh."

I really... really don't like her.

Click.

The door closed.

Ch.88 - This Person Is Alright (1)
I left Chae-something-or-other—that woman I didn't like—behind and followed Hyun into the Director's office.

There's a saying that if something bothers you, get it out of your sight first. It's really true.

They say when you see something, you naturally want to have it. So if you remove it from sight, problem solved. Out of sight, out of mind.

Yeah, that's basically what this is about.
Why get angry over something you can't see?

*My anger subsides quickly once she's out of sight.*

I blinked and let out a deep sigh.
She was truly a woman I couldn't stand.

Her first impression was the worst.
Just a coworker acting all friendly with Hyun—it was disgusting to watch.

A mere coworker getting close to my Hyun—I hated it.
Like a thieving cat.

"..."

I'm not a Hero, so I might see her once and who knows when again, but Hyun is different.
Hyun is a Hero, so he'll go to the Association every day, which means he'll see her every day?

That thought soured my mood again.
Well, I suppose it's good that my childhood friend, who'd stayed single until nearly thirty, finally got a girlfriend.

But it just felt bad.
They say having something taken away feels worse than never having it at all.

"Sigh."

Well, whatever. I'm not a Hero anyway. I won't see her often, so I should just—
Wait, "my Hyun"?

*What the hell is wrong with me?*

It's not like I'm Hyun's girlfr—ugh, gross.
Anyway, I'm not, so why did I say "my"... Hyun?

Feeling confused beyond words, I just sighed deeply.
Hyun, sitting right next to me, looked at me with an expression that said "what's wrong now?"

"What is it now?"

"Nothing. It's nothing."

"Are you sure you're okay?"

"I said I'm fine."

This wasn't something worth thinking about—or rather, it was something I didn't want to think about, so I decided to drop it.
If I admitted I'd thought of Hyun as "mine," my entire identity would revolt with a "fuck this, I'm out" kind of rebellion.

I shook my head and finally took in the Director's office.
It was my first time here, and it looked much more like a director's office than I'd imagined.

That's a weird way to put it, but to be more specific, it was like that.
You know, like those director's offices you see in dramas about love triangles. Exactly that vibe.

Except with about five times more paperwork.
Are all those documents things the Director has to handle?

*She must be incredibly busy...*

With a mix of admiration and sympathy, I looked around the office. Ha-Young Noona brought over a bowl of snacks, placed it on the table in front of the sofa, and said:

"Have some of these while you wait. I'll just finish this up and then we can go."

"Ah, okay."

The dark circles under her eyes made it look like she could collapse at any moment, but Noona still nodded with a smile.
The sofa was also that black leather type you see in dramas. It looked extremely luxurious and expensive at first glance.

I had no money and no ability to pay for damages, so if my fingernail so much as scratched it, it would be a disaster.
I carefully sat down with my arms crossed to avoid touching it with my nails.

Creak—

I blinked at the sound of the leather stretching.
It was such a stimulating sound that my ears reflexively twitched.

"Are you a cat? Why are your ears twitching like that?"

"It's not like I'm twitching them on purpose."

I gave Hyun a blank look before gently leaning back against the backrest.
As expected of an expensive sofa, it cradled my body softly—aside from slightly pressing against my wings, it was incredibly comfortable.

"As expected of an expensive sofa, it's so plush..."

I muttered quietly so as not to be rude within Ha-Young Noona's earshot, but Hyun, sitting right next to me, must have heard.

"That's actually cheaper than the sofa at our place."

"Huh? Really?"

"That sofa at our place—actually, Ha-Young Noona gave it to us when she was setting up her newlywed home, saying she didn't need it. How much was it again...?"

Unable to remember, Hyun crossed his arms and tapped his forearm with his index finger. The answer came from none other than the sofa's (former) owner, Ha-Young Noona.

"I don't remember exactly, but it was definitely over ten million won."

"What kind of crazy sofa costs over ten mill—Oh."

The price was so shocking that I almost cursed out loud. Of course, I couldn't curse at Noona, so I swallowed my words.
I mean, I knew furniture could be expensive, but isn't ten million won a bit excessive?

...Though I'm not really in a position to say that when I'm using that sofa for free.
I fidgeted with my mouth before quietly leaning back against the sofa, and Noona chuckled softly and shook her head.

"When Hyun took the sofa, he had the exact same reaction to the price. Look at you two childhood friends with identical responses. Are you sure you're not actually related?"

"Come on, Noona. There are things you can say and things you shouldn't. How could you compare me to this disgusting guy?"

"What are you talking about, you lump? You're the disgusting one."

I shot back with a smirk.
Ha-Young Noona laughed at our exchange, quickly scribbled something down, put her pen down, and stretched.

"Mmmmph! Well... I've finished the urgent matters, so shall we talk over some drinks?"

"Ah, Noona. I'll make the tea. You want coffee, right?"

Hyun got up with practiced ease, filled the kettle with water, and emptied a packet of coffee mix.
He looked so familiar with the routine that it was almost sad.

What sin did he commit in his past life to visit his boss's office so often that he knows where everything is?
As I was watching Hyun with sympathetic eyes, I noticed something strange.

"Mmm, it's okay. I have my own."

With those words, Noona pulled out a 2-liter plastic milk container from under her desk.
What the heck? Why is that there?

"Ah, there's a small refrigerator under the desk here."

"Does the Association provide that too?"

"Huh? No? I bought it with my own money."

Ha-Young Noona said that and then took out a container of hot chocolate powder from a drawer and placed it next to the milk.
Looks like she's going to have hot chocolate, I thought, as Noona opened both the milk container and the hot chocolate container.

"Noona, you're not going to...?"

"Wow..."

Both Hyun and I blinked as we stared at Ha-Young Noona, who glanced at us briefly before smiling and pouring the hot chocolate powder directly into the 2-liter milk container.

Wait, am I seeing things wrong?
I blinked in surprise, but nothing changed when I looked again.

"Is this what they call an adult flex...?"

"Maybe I should try that too..."

I was staring in shock at this financial madness I couldn't even dream of attempting, when Ha-Young Noona shook the milk container with an exhausted expression.
Hyun, finally coming to his senses, burst into laughter at the sight.

"But Noona, don't you usually avoid sweet things? Why suddenly so much hot chocolate...?"

"My recent health checkup said I should cut down on coffee and energy drinks. But how easy is that when you're working?"

"It is difficult."

"Well... I thought I should cut back a bit for the baby's sake, so I've switched to this lately."

"Wait, I'd be more worried about diabetes than caffeine if you're drinking all that. More importantly, Noona, are you pregnant? When did this happen?"

"I'm not pregnant yet! We've been so busy with work lately that we barely see each other, so how could I be pregnant...?"

Noona looked at our Hyun with an incredulous expression, then shook her head and sighed.

"Geez... And how could I possibly drink all this by myself? Why do you think I have a refrigerator?"

"That's true. Of course, you're not Sia, so you wouldn't do that."

Why is he suddenly picking a fight out of nowhere?
I wanted to kick his leg again like before, but he was holding boiling water, so I swallowed my anger instead.

*Just wait until we get home...*

I'm really not letting this slide.
As I glared at Hyun's back, he suddenly shuddered and turned to look at me.

Of course, since I was watching him, I quickly turned my head away and pretended I hadn't been doing anything.

"Hey, do you think I don't know you're looking just because you turned your head? It makes it even more obvious."

"...What. Why. I didn't do anything."

"Sure, whatever you say. Oh, right. Hey, what do you want to drink?"

"Took you long enough to ask. I'll have... coffee."

"No way, just drink some honey water. A short person like you shouldn't be drinking coffee. It'll stunt your growth."

"Pfft... You two really get along well."

Neither Hyun nor I said anything in response to Noona's comment.
Noona looked at us fondly and got up to bring two cups.

"And you don't need to make anything separate for Sia. She can share my hot chocolate. You'd prefer hot chocolate over honey water, right?"

"Ah, yes. Thank you."

"How cute."

I bowed my head slightly and carefully received the cup with both hands, which made Noona smile and say that.
Hyun looked at Noona with a disgruntled expression and said:

"Noona, despite appearances, she's twenty-eight years old. Same age as me. And you know she used to be a man."

"A cute Sia is better than some dark-looking guy. Besides, she's a girl now, right? That's all that matters, why nitpick? Actually, with this personality, she probably would have been cute as a boy too."

"She was a real troublemaker when she was a guy."

"As if you're any better. Anyway, if you're done making coffee, come sit down. We need to finish up so Sia can go get her checkup."

"I don't understand... Noona, since when were you so friendly with Sia...?"

"By the way, Sia, your hair is really nice. Why is it so soft?"

Hyun let out a laugh of disbelief, but Noona paid no attention and stroked my hair.
Unlike with that Chae-something woman outside, this didn't feel bad at all.

Ch.89 - This Person Is Alright (2)
As Hyun sat down, Noona removed her hand from my head and adjusted her posture.
With a sigh, she brought an elegant porcelain cup with gold-plated edges to her lips.

That cup must be incredibly expensive.
Though it's a bit less impressive knowing it contains chocolate milk.

"Well! Now that you've wet your throat, shall we get down to business?"

Business? Hyun had mentioned something about an interview?
I scratched my head with the back of my hand, confused by this unfamiliar topic. My scales felt rougher than expected, which was surprisingly refreshing.

"Noona, what do you mean by business? Wasn't this supposed to be some kind of interview?"

"Ah, yes, it's partly an interview. I just have quite a bit to communicate."

"Oh..."

Ten minutes, he said. Yeah right.
I gave Hyun that look, and he met my eyes mid-sip of his coffee, then shrugged as if to say "what can you do?"

That expression really pisses me off.
I wanted to say something, but given the setting, I just sighed deeply and let it go.

"So, I have good news and bad news. Which would you like to hear first?"

Usually, hearing good news before bad news just makes the bad news feel worse.
So my choice was obvious.

"I'll hear the bad news first."

"The bad news concerns the responsibility for the terrorist attack at the courthouse."

...Maybe I should have chosen the good news first?
I was taken aback by how serious this was, but quickly composed myself.

"Just a moment... I need to prepare myself..."

Do I have to go to trial again?
I understand that when something happens, responsibility needs to be assigned. That's just common sense.

But considering the courthouse was completely burned down, all nearby cars exploded, and the surrounding shops suffered significant damage... if they're looking for someone to take responsibility...

*Honestly, if they're making me go to trial again for this, it would be really unfair...*

I mean, I could accept the trial for what happened at the hospital since I was partly at fault, but this time would be genuinely unfair.
Regardless of what my head understands, feeling wronged is still feeling wronged.

First, I didn't start this.
Second, I was only defending myself.

I did the best I could.
If I damaged anything, it was just breaking the wall to evacuate people from the roof and tearing up the emergency staircase.

...Oh, that's two things. Anyway, that's all.
Of course, if they claim Harmageddon attacked because of my presence, I wouldn't have a counterargument, but then my very existence becomes the problem...

*No way...*

Right. Even they wouldn't go that far.
As I nervously watched Noona, she opened her mouth with a serious expression.

"Yu Sia bears no responsibility for the courthouse terrorist attack, end of story."

What? That's it?
I waited silently, expecting more, but nothing else came from Noona's lips.

Is this really the end of it?
Seriously?

"...That's all?"

"Yes, that's all. Why, does it feel too anticlimactic?"

"Um... yes. I thought you'd say I was responsible for the terrorist attack on the courthouse, or nitpick about the hole I made in the wall or something."

I really thought they might find any excuse to blame me.
Not that I'm suggesting Noona would do that, but someone higher up might try to pin it on me.

It might be paranoia, but most of what's happened to me so far has been unfair, so I couldn't help thinking that way.

I mean, think about it. One day I wake up as a woman, then I'm modified into a monster by a villain organization, then while I'm getting treatment at the hospital, the villain organization's boss shows up, then his lackey appears, then I go to court and suddenly there's a terrorist attack at the courthouse.

They say sometimes reality is stranger than fiction, and that's exactly what this is.
So I thought something similarly unfair would happen this time too.

Seeing my reaction, Noona smiled awkwardly.

"Sia, the Hero Association isn't that corrupt..."

"No, I'm not saying the association is bad. It's just that with everything that's happened, I was worried..."

"I understand how you feel, but this really is the end of it. How could they assign responsibility when there's none to begin with?"

It's really over just like that...
I nodded with a dubious expression at Noona's words.

I'm not upset. I'm happy. It's just a bit strange that things resolved so easily. Everything up until now had been complicated in some way.
The dubious feeling passed quickly. It was already over, and it's best to just accept good things as they come.

"Next is the good news."

"Oh."

I'm excited. What could the good news be?

Trying to calm my racing heart, I waited as Noona smiled brightly and said:

"You stopped the terrorists at the courthouse and rescued people, right? The association has recognized your efforts and decided to cancel your probation, award you an Honorary Hero Name, a certificate, a trophy, and a modest reward."

"Oh... that's a lot more than I expected."

"Of course. Many people could have been injured or killed, but they survived thanks to you. You deserve at least this much. Wait just a moment."

With that, Noona got up and searched through the pile of documents stacked on her desk.
Soon she returned with a crystal trophy and a certificate in a blue case like the ones often seen at graduation ceremonies or sports days.

"Here, these are yours, Sia. Could you stand up for a moment? We need to take a picture."

"Ah, yes."

"Hyun, could you take a photo?"

"Where's the camera? I saw it before but it wasn't there last time."

"The old one broke so I bought a new one. It's in that drawer over there. Sia, come here."

I got up as instructed and moved to Noona's side.
It was nothing special, just taking pictures of me receiving the certificate and holding the trophy.

Oh, because of my claws, we placed the certificate and trophy on the back of my hand for the photos.
After the brief photo session, I sat back down.

"Normally there would be an award ceremony, but given your situation, Sia, we had to do it this way. I'm sorry."

"No, no, it's fine. I understand the circumstances."

"Thanks for understanding."

Noona said with a bright smile.

"But what's this Honorary Hero Name thing?"

"It's nothing special. Just what it sounds like. Oh, if you ever decide to work as a Hero in the future, having an Honorary Hero Name gives you extra points in the evaluation."

"Isn't that really good?"

"On the flip side, if you're not planning to work as a Hero, it's pretty meaningless—just for show, really."

Noona said with a bitter smile.
I nodded at her expression.

"So, what's my Honorary Hero Name?"

"Golden Angel."

"Hmm."

Strange. I thought this was supposed to be good news, but why did it suddenly drift into bad news territory?
With a sour expression, I rolled my eyes and caught Hyun doing his best not to laugh.

"Kup... pfft... khuhup..."

*That bastard...*

How could my Hero Name be Golden Angel? I know exactly what he's thinking.
It's so obvious.

Knowing that reacting would only invite more teasing, I sighed deeply and moved on.
Ah, there was something more important.

"So does this mean I can go outside now? Since my probation is over."

"Hmm... unfortunately, Harmageddon is still targeting you, so that might be difficult."

I sighed deeply at Noona's words.
Seriously, these Harmageddon bastards... they're never helpful.

"I was hoping to finally get out of the house..."

So I won't be able to go outside until all those Harmageddon guys are caught...
I pouted and leaned back on the sofa, and Noona, sipping her hot chocolate, smiled bitterly and said:

"I know it's frustrating, but it's for your safety. Please be patient a little longer. Your unnie... I mean, Noona is doing her best."

I know Noona is making an effort. Just looking at the mountain of documents piled up over there made it impossible not to understand.
That's why it was even more frustrating. It would be easier if I could blame someone, but I couldn't even do that.

Harmageddon? Those guys were the problem from the beginning.
They're not even worth blaming.

"Still, we've recently arrested a large number of Harmageddon members, so soon you might be able to at least take walks near the house."

"By recent arrests... you mean the artificial monsters?"

"Ah."

"...?"

Hyun let out a sigh at my words, and Ha-Young Noona froze with her cup halfway to her lips, giving me a "how do you know that" look.
Seeing their reactions, I blinked a few times before realizing what I'd just said.

"Oh, was that confidential?"

This was confidential too?
No one told me it was confidential this time.

As I blinked at Hyun, he rolled his eyes around before clearing his throat and standing up.

"Ugh, my stomach. I need to use the bathroom..."

"Choi Hyun."

At Noona's call, Hyun froze in place.
Even though she wasn't talking to me, I shuddered at the chill that ran down my spine.

"Sit down."

"Yes, ma'am."

Hyun obediently sat back down, and I clamped my mouth shut and tried to make myself as small as possible in the suddenly frigid atmosphere.
The fallout probably wouldn't reach me, but the mood had turned so cold that I instinctively shrank back.

"Sia, could you step outside for a moment? Your unnie needs to have a talk with Hyun 'alone.'"

"Yes, ma'am."

Even though it meant leaving Hyun and Noona alone together, I didn't think anything of it.
Right now, I just wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible.

Yeah, if it were anyone else I might worry, but it's Ha-Young Noona, so it should be fine.
Ugh, let's get out of here fast.

Ch.90 - I Didn't Do Anything
While Hyun was having a one-on-one consultation with his noona, I had to wait outside.
At first, I just rushed out thinking I needed to leave, but then I realized waiting outside meant...

I'd have to be in the same space as Yu Chae-Ah, who I'd been in a silent battle with since we first met.
Oh, how stupid of me. I'm such an idiot. Why did I only realize this now? Haha. Shit.

"..."

"..."

When Hyun was here, we at least had our silent battle, but without him, the atmosphere was so frigid it was suffocating.
I was trying my best not to pay attention to it, but that's easier said than done.

If I had a phone, I could've passed the time reading webtoons or novels, or at least listening to music, but that was difficult with these hands.
I don't even have a phone to begin with. That's the biggest problem. Well, I couldn't use one anyway, but let's skip over that.

Anyway, all I could do was lean against the wall and do nothing, which was fine at first but became increasingly uncomfortable as time passed.
You know how people seek greater stimulation when they get used to something, and conversely, how even minor stimuli feel significant when there's no stimulation? Like how hospital food makes chicken taste like the most delicious thing in the world after you're discharged.

That's my situation right now.
The soundproofing must be excellent because I couldn't hear a single word of what Hyun and his noona were saying behind the door, and Yu Chae-Ah beside me had no intention of speaking to me. The hallway was as quiet as a soundproof room.

In other words, there was no stimulation.
So whenever Yu Chae-Ah made scratching sounds writing with her pen, my ears perked up on their own.

*This is suffocating as hell...*

Please... come out quickly...
Just as I was silently pleading, I heard the sound of a pen being clicked shut.

"Hey."

What? Is she calling me?
I glanced to the side and saw Yu Chae-Ah looking at me.

So she was calling me.
But why suddenly talk to me? We're not exactly on speaking terms, are we? Is it because of our silent battle earlier?

My thoughts were racing, but remembering Hyun's advice to think simply, I cleared my mind of all those thoughts.
Right, she must have something to say. Keep it simple.

"What is it?"

"You said you're childhood friends with Oppa, right?"

Why is she suddenly bringing up Hyun?
From the moment Hyun's name left Yu Chae-Ah's lips, my mind went cold, suppressing any trivial emotions like confusion or surprise.

"Your eyes change the moment Oppa is mentioned."

Yu Chae-Ah let out a scornful laugh as if she found it ridiculous.
Seeing that made me feel worse.

It wasn't quite unpleasant, but it certainly wasn't a good feeling.
Rationally, I knew my reaction was strange. I'm not Hyun's girlfriend, and I couldn't possibly like a friend who was once a man like me in a romantic way.

But regardless, I just felt bad.
There must be a reason why I felt bad, but it was an emotion difficult to explain in words.

"Do you dislike me talking about Oppa that much?"

"Yes, I guess I do."

Someone once said that emotions shouldn't become attitude, but who was it?
That thought suddenly came to mind, and I took a deep breath and sighed.

"So, why are you suddenly asking about this?"

"If you're childhood friends with Oppa, you're four years older than me, so speak comfortably, Unnie."

Her smiling face somehow made me angry.
Her tone was gentle, but why did it sound like she was picking a fight?

...Maybe I'm just imagining things.
Deciding to think that way, I shook my head.

"I'm sorry. I'm not good at speaking informally with people I've just met."

"Well... since you're small in size, it might look strange to others. Then I'll stop being formal too. Is that okay?"

Her smiling face as if she was being considerate somehow sounded like she was picking a fight.
No, it didn't just sound like it—this was clearly picking a fight. Wasn't she making fun of my height?

...Or was she?
Thinking about it, maybe she was just stating a fact...

Upon reflection, she was right.
If someone who looks like an elementary school student speaks informally, others would see them as a rude kid talking down to adults.

But then again, by that logic, it would be strange for me to speak informally and curse at Hyun too...
...Maybe it's okay because it's Hyun.

"Yes, do as you please."

Do whatever's comfortable.
It's not like we'll see each other often anyway.

"Thanks. But... what kind of relationship do you have with Hyun oppa?"

"...?"

She just brought up the childhood friend thing herself, and now she's asking what relationship Hyun and I have? What's this about?
I blinked at Yu Chae-Ah and shrugged.

"We're childhood friends."

"Just childhood friends?"

I blinked at her emphasis on the word "just."
What exactly is she trying to get at with this build-up?

"Is there such a thing as 'just' childhood friends and 'special' childhood friends?"

"Not exactly, but you're a man and woman who are childhood friends. Living together in the same house, and considering how hard Hyun oppa tried to save you... it doesn't seem like you're ordinary childhood friends."

Is she asking if there's something going on between Hyun and me?
Me and Hyun...?

Normally, I would have gotten angry at such a ridiculous question.
Even though I've become a woman, my identity was clearly male.

Recently, I've been moved and my heart has fluttered seeing his admirable side that even men would fall for.
But!! That's just admiration. Definitely not love.

Right.
So my answer to that question should be...

"...We are special childhood friends. We were born in the same hospital, went to the same kindergarten, elementary school, middle school, and high school together."

...I thought my answer was obvious.
I'm not that kind of relationship with Hyun. I was originally a man too, and I have no intention of being in that kind of relationship with Hyun. That's what I meant to say.

If it were in front of someone else or Ha-Young noona, I would have said that. I would have waved my hands in denial and even gotten angry.
But for some reason, in front of this woman... this thieving cat, I didn't want to say that.

"You're not being formal anymore?"

With a sharp feeling like someone pricking the top of my head with a needle, my mind cleared.
The long hair standing on my crown drooped.

"I was thinking, since you're childhood friends with Hyun, you're older than me, so why should I be formal? Sorry if that made you uncomfortable."

Yu Chae-Ah let out a scornful laugh at my response.
Yeah, she must be dumbfounded. A pushover who usually takes whatever provocation comes their way is suddenly talking back.

"But you know... you were the first one to ask a very rude question. Commenting on my height, my size... and now you're asking about my relationship with Hyun."

"That's..."

"Were we that close? No, right?"

"..."

"What? Are you jealous because Hyun didn't even look at you when you were flirting with him, but now he's paying attention to me as soon as I showed up? But what can you do? To Hyun, you're only worth that much."

"When did I...!"

As the thieving cat widened her eyes and was about to shout at my words, "I" placed my index finger on my lips.

"I'm sorry, but picking a fight with me about this won't get you anywhere. Do you think Hyun would listen if I told him to date you? Do you want to win love that badly?"

Don't you have any pride? Or do you enjoy bullying people you think are beneath you?
There are so many people who aren't worthy of being Hunters, no, Heroes. Tsk, tsk, I clicked my tongue and muttered.

"How dare you be so rude..."

"Pfft... Rude? I don't need to be polite to a thieving cat trying to steal what's 'mine'."

When I smiled at her, the thieving cat's face filled with shock.

"...What are you?"

"Me?"

Yes... that's the expression I wanted to see.
Heat, pleasure, and a thrilling emotion filled my chest.

"I'm Hyun's childhood friend."

At my words, Yu Chae-Ah frowned deeply and was about to say something, but before she could, the firmly closed door of the Director's office opened, and Hyun walked out scratching his head.

"Ha... I got totally chewed out... Huh? What's with the atmosphere?"

Suddenly, I felt like I'd been shocked by static electricity in the middle of winter while wearing a fur coat.
With a tingling sensation as if my hair was standing on end, I scratched my crown with the side of my hand.

"Op..."

"What, you came out earlier than I expected."

Huh? What was that? Did our words just overlap?
Blinking, I turned around and met eyes with Yu Chae-Ah, who was glaring at me.

What the... why is she glaring at me again?
Is she getting revenge for when I glared at her before going in?

"Twenty minutes is early, I guess. But Chae-Ah, what's wrong?"

"Ah... No. It's nothing..."

Yu Chae-Ah shook her head at Hyun's words.
But her face had turned pale, and she clearly didn't look well.

"You don't look good. Are you sure you're okay? Hey, Yu Sia, did you say something to Chae-Ah again?"

Why is he picking on me when I was just minding my own business?

"No, wait, what do you mean 'again'! I didn't do anything, you crazy bastard! Why would I pick a fight with someone I just met today?"

"...Tsk. Didn't you pick a fight with Tae-Young when you first met him?"

"Bullshit, that was because he was terrible at the game."

"Is that so? But that means you did pick a fight first."

"He provoked it."

Gaming is a serious matter.
Why doesn't he get it when he knows better?

As I crossed my arms and shook my head, I heard a sigh.
Turning my head, I saw Yu Chae-Ah looking at us—no, at Hyun—with a bitter smile.

"Um, Oppa. Nothing happened, so don't worry."

"Really, nothing happened? She didn't say anything? It's okay, just tell me honestly. I know this one has a terrible personality—ack!?"

I pushed the back of Hyun's knee with my foot as he started picking on me again for no reason.

"This bastard's been picking fights since earlier."

I really didn't do anything, why won't he believe me?
I'm being wronged here.

Ch.91 - I'm Just Saying That Because I'm Worried.
There had been a minor friction, but it wasn't anything serious, and since I was getting eager to finish up and go home, I urged Hyun to hurry up and get his examination done.

Yu Chae-Ah also said that nothing really happened, so we should go down before it got any later. Only after both of us insisted did Hyun finally scratch his head and call the elevator.

"You're sure nothing happened?"

After the elevator arrived, Hyun held the door open button and asked once more.
Seriously, he's so persistent.

"I told you, absolutely nothing happened."

"Sia is right. Really, nothing happened, so don't worry and let's go down, Oppa."

"Alright, fine... If you say nothing happened, then I'll drop it."

Hyun pressed the B2 button, and the elevator doors smoothly closed as we began descending.
Just like when we were going up, my ears felt stuffy, so I kept opening and closing my mouth while sneaking glances at Hyun.

Since leaving the Director's office until getting on the elevator, Hyun had asked "are you sure nothing happened" seven times.
The atmosphere had been a bit strange, but not enough to warrant such persistent questioning.

*That bastard.*

Of course, looking after a close friend isn't strange, but asking seven times is a bit much, isn't it?

I do tend to cause trouble sometimes...

—Sorry... I fell and broke the floor tile...

—How do you even fall here?

—I was trying to press the washing machine button with my foot...

Well...

—Hey! Why is the fire suddenly flaring up while I'm making fried rice?!

—I was just trying to help adjust the heat! Don't you know about wok hei?!

—You almost burned the house down, you crazy bastard!!

...Okay, hand on heart, I am accident-prone, but we've been friends for 18 years—he could at least believe me when I say nothing happened.

*Is it because I'm a guy?*

Love and friendship.
That's it! Though it's not something I can easily decide...

*But I've never seen Hyun show interest in women before.*

Maybe it's not just any woman, but specifically a little sister? Maybe he likes being called Oppa?
Setting aside my terrible first impression, objectively speaking, Yu Chae-Ah is beautiful.

How beautiful is Yu Chae-Ah? Beautiful enough that if you glimpse her on the street, you'd be startled and turn around for another look.
How nice must it feel to be called Oppa by a woman like that?

Honestly, I'd probably like it too, but still... I felt a bit hurt.
I used to be a man, but now I'm a woman. If we're both women, he should have prioritized his childhood friend.

*Aren't I pretty good-looking too?*

I turned toward the mirror and examined my face from different angles, reassuring myself.
I look young, but my face could easily outshine most child actors.

...Or maybe not?
The horns and teeth are definitely minus points, but I still think I look pretty decent...

"Hey."

After thinking for a moment, I called out to Hyun.
Whether he was lost in thought or just spacing out, he didn't respond and just stared blankly at the descending numbers on the elevator display.

"Hey, Hyun. Hey. Idiot."

Finally, after calling twice and adding an insult, he blinked and turned toward me.

"What?"

"Why were you asking so persistently earlier?"

"Asking what?"

Is he seriously pretending not to know...?
His nonchalant expression made me blink in confusion.

Seeing my expression, Hyun also blinked before sighing and scratching his head.

"Oh, that. About whether something happened?"

"Yeah, that. I told you nothing happened, but you kept asking. Why can't you trust your childhood friend?"

"Are you upset?"

He asked with a smirk, making me squeeze my eyes shut and press the back of my hand against my eyelids.
What's this? Is he mocking me?

"Yeah, I'm upset, you jerk. It breaks my heart that my friend of 18 years chose love over friendship. Want me to tear your chest open too?"

I growled, showing my claws, and Hyun sighed deeply while shaking his head.

"Listen, Yu Sia."

Hyun only used my full name when he was being serious, which made me flinch.
If he had just laughed and said "alright, alright," that would have been enough, but why was he setting this serious tone?

A mix of betrayal, irritation, jealousy, and sadness welled up inside me.

"...What? Was this something so serious you needed to set this mood? Am I that untrustworthy?"

"No, man. Just listen. It's not like that."

I still felt bad, but since he asked me to listen, I composed myself and nodded.

"So..."

Ding——
At the worst possible timing, the elevator arrived at B2.

"Oh, we're here. Let's get out first."

Following Hyun's words, I stepped out of the elevator.
Unlike the bright and flashy first floor, the basement was the complete opposite—bare.

It had only the essentials, similar to the corridors I'd seen at Seongmo Hospital.
After quickly checking my surroundings, I scurried after Hyun and asked:

"So what were you going to say?"

"What do you usually do when you cause trouble? For example, last time, when you almost burned down the storage room by breathing fire at home."

"...Why are you bringing that up now?"

Why mention that incident now?
Hyun shook his head at my reaction.

"I'm not trying to scold you about it, just tell me what you did. What did you say to me when I caught you?"

At that time——
Charalarak—as memories of that time flashed through my mind, the image of Hyun's large hand covering my chest froze in my brain.

I tried to ignore it and recall what happened next, but the more I tried, the more vividly that memory came back.
After opening and closing my mouth a few times, I sighed deeply and muttered quietly.

"I said we should call it even since you touched my chest..."

"What?"

I squeezed my eyes shut and answered in a louder voice.

"I said since you touched my chest, we should call it even, you jerk..."

"Not that, you idiot! After that, when I caught you!"

Hyun's voice echoed in the corridor since there was nothing to absorb the sound.
It wasn't exactly booming, but it was loud enough that anyone passing by would wonder what was happening.

Startled, I looked around to make sure no one was there, then frowned and kicked Hyun's leg.

"You crazy bastard, keep it down...! Your voice is echoing...!"

Hyun seemed to realize his mistake and looked around before sighing deeply and rubbing his forehead.

"Hah... Anyway, I meant when you got home after all that."

With that clarification, I finally remembered.

"Then... I just honestly confessed and apologized. I said I was sorry, that I accidentally ripped off the door and was trying to fix it when that happened."

"Right. You apologized right away then. You did the same when you made a mess trying to press the washing machine button with your toes, and when you almost burned down the house while cooking what you called 'Chinese fried rice.'"

Stop...! Stop it, you bastard, I was wrong...!
The triangle in my chest grew to the size of a tetrapod, completely crushing my conscience.

Any desire to argue was squashed, and I drooped my wings and ears, lowering my eyes.

"So why are you bringing all this up now...? I already apologized for everything. I've been punished too..."

"That's why it was strange."

"What exactly was strange?"

"This time, you didn't apologize."

What fresh nonsense is this? I'm always causing trouble and apologizing first when it's time to clean up, but this time I didn't apologize, and that's what was strange?

...Is he seriously saying this?
Even thinking about it again, it seemed like an unfair accusation, so I crossed my arms and stared at him as he scratched his head.

"So you're saying I was suspicious because I didn't apologize even though I did something wrong?"

"No, that's not what I meant. You know, there's a certain atmosphere. For example, remember when Jaeho and Tae-Young had that huge fight and were giving each other the cold shoulder?"

"Oh, that time. I remember."

"You left early that day saying you were going to the hospital. But when you came back the next day and saw them, what did you think?"

"Well... I didn't know the details, but I figured they must have had a serious fight."

"Right, and that was exactly the atmosphere between you and Chae-Ah. That's why I kept asking if something happened."

"It was that obvious?"

Hyun nodded and continued.

"Plus, normally you would have just told me what happened, but unlike usual, you kept insisting nothing happened and tried to brush it off. That made me worry, so I kept asking."

"So you were worried about me because I was acting differently...? Not because you were concerned about that female junior?"

"Why would I worry about Chae-Ah? She might be a bit sensitive, but she's a capable adult who manages herself well enough to be an S-Class Hero's secretary."

"Is... that so?"

Something felt both good and bad about this.
What is this? Strange, why do I feel like I'm being scolded?

"That's right. Unlike her, you're always causing accidents, breaking things the moment I take my eyes off you, you're soft-hearted, and while you're registered as 28, you're still a kid who hasn't even graduated high school. And lately, you've been more sensitive than usual, getting irritable. That's why I was worried and kept asking."

Is he insulting me or showing concern...?
It seemed so full of genuine feelings from the bottom of his heart that I was even more confused.

"Anyway, if nothing really happened, then that's good."

"Y-yeah."

Seeing Hyun's genuinely relieved expression, I couldn't come to a conclusion.

He wasn't really insulting me, right?

Ch.92 - Health Check-up Friend Types You Always Encounter
I finished my story. I headed to the examination room after completing registration for my health checkup.
The examination room was surprisingly quiet when I arrived.

Including me and Hyun, there were maybe seven people at most? Anyway, less than ten.

"Is it always this empty here?"

"Heroes are busy, and most schedule their checkups at the beginning or end of the month. Since there are hardly any monsters that have passed the Director's review, this small number is normal."

I see.
I nodded and went to the nurse to give my name.

"Yu Sia."

"First time here today? Let's measure your height and weight first over here."

"Ah, yes."

I nodded at the nurse's instructions and was about to follow her.
But Hyun naturally followed alongside me.

"What are you doing? Why are you following?"

"Because I'm acting as your guardian."

Is that how it works? I'm not sure, but if Hyun says so... I guess that's right.
Without thinking much about it, I followed the nurse to where height measuring equipment and InBody machines like those at the gym were lined up.

"Please take off your shoes and step up here."

Following the nurse's instructions, I took off my shoes and stepped up, feeling a cold sensation rising from the soles of my feet.
As I wiggled my feet at the strange feeling, the nurse moved something like handles attached to both sides of the machine around, made a thoughtful sound, and then spoke to Hyun.

"Normally you'd need to hold these handles too, but that would be difficult, right?"

Why is she talking to Hyun instead of me?
Oh, because he's my guardian?

...I may look young, but I'm actually quite old. Couldn't she talk to me directly?
Maybe she doesn't know?

*Well... if she doesn't know, I guess it can't be helped.*

While I was feeling a bit dejected, Hyun started explaining various things on my behalf.

"...—Could we place them on her palms instead?"

"Since they're designed to be held in hand, I don't think placing them on the palms would work..."

"Then what about using a specially made height measure? You know, the one made for giant types?"

"She could hold those, but we couldn't measure her height with them. Those start from 2 meters baseline..."

The nurse shook her head with a troubled expression, and Hyun sighed heavily while scratching his head.
It seemed to be because of my hands... While they were talking, I quietly tried gripping the handles.

Maybe it was because I'd been practicing controlling my strength consistently since the hospital, but when I focused and gripped very gently, I could hold them.
I needed extremely precise control since applying just a bit more force would break them, but it seemed doable.

I carefully put them down without breaking them and nudged Hyun's side with the back of my hand.

"Hyun, I think I can do it."

"Huh? Without breaking them?"

"You..."

The words "you bastard" rose to my throat, but I took a breath and swallowed them back.
Normally I wouldn't have cared about being in front of others, but because of what I'd heard earlier, I was strangely self-conscious and couldn't bring myself to curse.

—Since Unnie is a bit small, it might look strange to others.

Shit... If I were even just 160cm tall, I wouldn't care what others thought and would have cursed right away...
...Fine. I can curse all I want when we get home, so let's show some restraint in front of others.

"I'm not that reckless."

"This is expensive equipment, and if you break it because you can't control your strength, you'll have to pay for it yourself. It's almost the end of the month and I have a lot of expenses, so I won't help you this time. I mean it."

That made me hesitate briefly, but I nodded confidently.

"I can do it."

But Hyun raised one eyebrow and asked again.

"Really?"

"Really."

Despite my sincere answer, Hyun crossed his arms and asked once more.

"Really really?"

How can he be more childish than me?
I looked at him with half-closed eyes and a blank expression, then sighed deeply.

"...Really really."

"Really really really?"

"I might really really really kill you, you dog?"

I'll flay you alive with my claws.
Finally unable to contain my anger at his continued provocation, I forgot the nurse was right in front of us and raised my hand with my claws extended.

But I have no regrets and nothing to be ashamed of. This bastard started it, and I did nothing wrong.
My past karma?

...I think it's a bit unfair to bring up old stories.

"Pfft, alright. Give it a try. If it breaks, I can fix it, so don't worry."

"You fixing it makes me worry more."

"I'll pay for it, so I'll fix it."

I chuckled at his shrugging response and nodded.

"...Fine."

When I looked at the nurse after finishing our conversation, she was giggling.

"You two seem to get along really well. But... is she your younger sister?"

At the question about being siblings, Hyun and I looked at each other simultaneously.
It was a bit funny that we had the same thought for a moment, but I frowned as much as possible to look displeased.

Of course, Hyun did the same.

"What? No."

"No way."

""We're just friends.""

"What!? But, how..."

The nurse covered her mouth in surprise at our response, her eyes wide.
After closing her mouth and looking around nervously, she kept bowing her head.

"Oh, I'm so sorry. I was so surprised I just..."

"No, it's understandable. It's this one's fault for being so short."

As Hyun laughed, I made an internal promise.
I'm definitely going to get him when we get home. I'll cause trouble for sure.

"...Please hurry up and measure. I think people are waiting behind us."

There was actually no one waiting, but I just wanted to go home quickly.
The nurse finally came to her senses and resumed the examination.

"Ah, yes. Please stand with your heels against here and straighten your back."

"Like this?"

"Yes, yes, and here. Please hold these gently."

Remembering how I'd tried holding them earlier, I gripped them as gently as possible.
The nurse checked that the machine was working properly and explained some precautions.

Well, there were only two precautions.
Don't talk or move during the measurement.

"Good. Ah, that's a relief. It's registering. Please follow the precautions, and we'll start right away."

"Yes."

The nurse pressed some buttons and the measurement began.
As I was being measured without much thought, as soon as my weight appeared on the screen, Hyun glanced at it and made an exaggerated sound of shock.

This bastard is starting again.

"Wow, you're what? Hieeek! 78 kilos? I knew it from how much you eat. Why don't you take this opportunity to go on a diet?"

"No, you bastard, that's—"

"Please don't talk during the measurement~"

"...Grrrr."

Because of Hyun provoking me, I almost squeezed the handles too hard, but I managed to hold back with superhuman patience, knowing that breaking them would leave me with nothing to say for the rest of my life.

"Wow. Wow... 17 percent body fat and 43 kilos of skeletal muscle? You crazy rock, are you a dwarf? How can someone tiny as a chestnut be so heavy with all that density?"

*Don't make me talk, you fucking bastard...!*

"Ow."

I glared at the tactless Hyun talking beside me, then closed my eyes tightly and waited for the measurement to end.
As soon as the AI voice announced "Measurement complete," I jumped down without putting my shoes back on and kicked Hyun in the leg.

"Oof!? The dwarf is attacking me...!"

"You really are a bastard, why do you keep provoking me? Want me to kick you again?"

"Next, we'll measure your height."

I was considering kicking him once more, but at the nurse's call, I sighed deeply and went to the height measuring station.

"Just try messing with me again."

"Okay, okay."

Hyun nodded while snickering, but he didn't look trustworthy at all.
Sigh. Getting angry will only tire me out.

With that thought, I roughly shoved my feet into my shoes and approached the nurse.

"Please take off your shoes and step up."

Since I'd just put them on haphazardly, I easily took them off and stepped up.
I was used to having my height measured, so I positioned myself comfortably.

"Don't move, and lift your chin a little more."

"Like this?"

"Yes, now don't move."

With a whirring sound, I felt something slowly descending from above my head.
I glanced up, but of course couldn't see anything.

...I was about to slightly raise my heels to cheat a little without being noticed, but I felt something catch on my horns.

"Horns don't count in height, I'll measure again~"

"...Yes."

Before measuring again, I quickly turned my head to check my height.
168 centimeters and 78 kilos.

"You're obese."

"Are you going to keep provoking me?"

"Ah, sorry, sorry."

"If you're sorry, I'll cut your throat, I swear."

"Now, let's measure again. Don't move~"

My height was measured once more, and this time the measuring device passed over my horns and pressed directly on the top of my head...
141 centimeters and 78 kilos.

"Severely obese. No, since it's mostly muscle, severely muscular?"

"Shut up, you fucking bastard! It's because of my hands, wings, and horns!"

"Oof!?"

Finally reaching my limit of patience, I couldn't contain my anger anymore and kicked Hyun in the stomach while cursing in front of everyone.
The nurse beside me was startled, and I could see the other people sitting outside were shocked too, but I didn't care.

God, I've done nothing wrong.
Honestly, I think Hyun is the one at fault for teasing a woman about her weight.

*Woman?*

A strange thought suddenly occurred to me, but the feeling quickly disappeared.
Anyway, I've done nothing wrong.

Ch.93 - I Trusted You...! I Trusted You...!
The health checkup at the Hero Association wasn't anything special. It was just like the health checkups we had at school.

If there was any difference, it was that the facilities were a bit fancier and all the equipment was new. Oh, and one more thing—there was no waiting line, so everything moved incredibly fast, with my turn coming right after my turn.

After measuring my height and weight, I sat down in a chair to wait briefly, but they immediately called my name. It wasn't particularly difficult, but I found it annoying to have to get up right after sitting down.

Anyway, after height and weight came blood pressure. Obviously, I couldn't use the electronic blood pressure monitor commonly found in hospitals because my hand wouldn't fit. It was obvious just by looking at it.

*I tried the hand-grip ones before, but this...*

"The machine... won't work. Please wait a moment."

The nurse said that and left her seat for a bit.
While I was sitting in the chair in front of the blood pressure monitor to rest, Hyun tapped my back.

"Hey, move aside."

"Ugh. What now?"

"I want to check my blood pressure. Move."

I stared at Hyun with a blank expression as he waved his hand, then sighed and gave up my seat.
Hyun took my place, immediately rolled up his dress shirt sleeve, put his arm in the machine, and started measuring his blood pressure.

"Hey, didn't you get checked last time?"

"No, I had my checkup at the beginning of the month. I'm just curious."

"Sigh."

I sighed, but I didn't curse at him.
I understood that feeling. Honestly, if there's a blood pressure monitor in front of you? You kind of want to put your arm in it.

*Though I can't do that anymore...*

Holding back another sigh for a different reason, I stood next to Hyun and looked at his arm.
As the machine squeezed his arm, his muscles and veins naturally popped out.

*Even as a guy, I have to admit that's impressive.*

While I was blankly staring at his forearm—the kind you'd expect only bodybuilders to have—the results came out shortly.

"Is it normal?"

"121 over 68 is normal, yeah."

I see.
I nodded without much thought, and then the nurse who had left earlier returned with a blood pressure monitor.

"Yu Sia, I'm here to take your blood pressure~"

"Ah, yes."

"Let's go."

"Okay."

After taking one last glance at Hyun's forearm, I went to the nurse.
The blood pressure monitor she brought looked like a simplified version of a manual one.

"Your arm is... quite thin. Even if your hand had fit, we couldn't have measured with the machine."

"Is it that bad?"

The nurse answered my question with a bitter smile.
I'd always been concerned about my hands being too big to fit into things, but I hadn't realized my arms were that thin.

*For arms this thin, I sure have ridiculous strength.*

—You crazy rock bastard, are you a dwarf?

Ah. Why did that unpleasant memory have to surface?
While I was thinking about that, the nurse let out a hollow laugh and wrapped something like Velcro around my arm.

"But this blood pressure monitor will work just fine."

"Are there others like me?"

"Occasionally. Now I'm going to start measuring, so please don't speak~"

"Ah, yes."

As soon as I closed my mouth, the nurse pressed the On/Off button, and the Velcro wrapped around my arm started to inflate. Strangely, I didn't feel any pressure at all.

Thinking the old machine might take some time, I watched the numbers on the display.

[170...180...190...200...]

What's going on? Why do the numbers keep rising? Hey, how high is it going to go?
While I was blinking in confusion, the Velcro around my arm started to make cracking sounds and come loose.

"Huh...?"

The nurse, sensing something was wrong, immediately turned off the machine.
With a hissing sound, the air deflated, and the machine only displayed "Err."

"Um... please wait a moment."

The nurse said that as she unwrapped the Velcro from my arm and put it on her own arm, then activated the machine.
Unlike with me, the number stopped just after passing 160, and soon after, the air deflated and the result appeared.

[100 / 62]

A normal reading.

"...Hmm?"

The nurse tilted her head in confusion, then wrapped the Velcro around my arm again and restarted the machine.
Once more, the machine frantically pumped air, and the Velcro inflated like it was about to burst.

Eventually, the nurse forcibly shut off the machine, and the result was again...

[Err]

"Hmm... Please wait a moment. I'll go get a manual blood pressure monitor."

"Ah, okay..."

After the nurse left, Hyun came over and started rubbing my wrist.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm just curious what could make your blood pressure read like that."

"Yeah, I'm curious too."

In my 18 years of life, this was the first time I'd seen a blood pressure monitor show an error.
But if it's showing an error, doesn't that mean my blood pressure is extremely high?

"Hey, am I dying?"

"Where did that come from?"

"Well, if the blood pressure monitor shows an error, that means my blood pressure is super high, right?"

"If your blood pressure was really that high, wouldn't you have died already?"

"That's... true..."

Thinking about it, his point made sense.
Yeah, if I were going to die from high blood pressure, I would have died already.

"Then there must be another reason?"

"Probably. I think... hmm... it might be because of your reactive armor?"

"Reactive armor?"

That name sounds cool.
For some reason, my heart started racing at the name, and I perked up my ears.

"What's reactive armor?"

"It's exactly what it sounds like. It's like a protective barrier that forms in response to external impacts and such. That's probably why the measurement didn't work properly."

"How do you check for it?"

"We can find out by hitting you."

"?"

Before I could respond, Hyun extended his index and middle fingers and struck my wrist.
There was a slapping sound that startled me, but I didn't feel any pain.

"You scared me, you...! Crazy bastard...!"

"Ssss... that really stings..."

I almost shouted, but remembering we were in a hospital, I suppressed my voice as much as possible.
Hyun shook his hand and pointed at my wrist.

"Yep, reactive armor."

Looking at the wrist where Hyun had hit me, I could see it was covered with something like hexagonal scales.
Actually, it wasn't so much covered as the skin itself had transformed.

"This is reactive armor?"

"Yeah, some Heroes have it too. I remembered a senior I know who worked on the front lines couldn't have his blood pressure taken because of it, so I thought maybe that was it. And it is reactive armor. No wonder it hurt me more when I hit you."

"Is reactive armor that hard?"

"It varies. There are so few cases that it's hard to establish an average. At your level, you could probably collide head-on with a moving train and be fine."

"That strong?"

I blinked as I watched my skin smoothly return to normal.
How should I put it...

"It feels like goosebumps."

"It's similar."

So this was why I hadn't been injured in situations where I should have died, like when I was hit by a beast-type Kaiju or when I faced fire with my bare body.

"Then how do they measure blood pressure?"

"They can't."

"We should tell the nurse when she comes back."

I looked at Hyun as he gazed in the direction the nurse had gone, then looked down at my arm.

"Hey."

"Yeah, what?"

"This reactive armor. Does it always appear?"

"Yeah. Reactive armor is like a spinal reflex—unless you're brain dead, there's no way to get rid of it."

"I see..."

If this reactive armor blocks external impacts and similar things...
Couldn't it also block my claws?

Then I could bathe and do everything by myself.
...Well, maybe not everything. But at least I could bathe on my own, right?

"I brought a manual blood pressure monitor~"

"Ah, you're back. Nurse, about measuring Sia's blood pressure—"

While Hyun was talking with the nurse, I raised my hand and placed my claw against my wrist.
Knowing how sharp and hard these claws were, I was a bit scared, but I decided to trust the reactive armor.

I believe in our armor...!
Of course, believing and being scared were separate issues, so instead of scratching with my claw, I just gently pressed it against my skin, like when you prick your fingertip with a needle.

*Crunch—*

And my prediction was exactly right.
As soon as my claw touched my skin, reactive armor formed and blocked it.

It works...!
It works! Now I can bathe alone!

Just to be sure, I poked various parts of my body, and the reactive armor blocked everything.
It really works!

"Whoa... Hey! Hyun!"

"—because of reactive armor... Huh? What?"

"Look at this! The reactive armor blocks my claws too! Now I can bathe by myself!"

"What? Hey! Don't do that!!"

Hyun reached out his hand while saying something, but I was faster and scratched my arm with my claw.
And at that moment, with a slashing sound, my sharp claw tore through the reactive armor and left a large wound on my forearm.

"Huh?"

"What...!?"

*Drip, drip, drip...*

Bright red blood ran down my arm.
Huh...? Wasn't it supposed to block it...?

"Eee..."

Maybe I was too shocked, but a metallic sound came from my throat.

"EEEEEEK!!"

"You crazy bastard, what are you doing?!"

"Doctor!! Doctor!! It's an emergency!!"

Chaos erupted.
I trusted it...!! I trusted the reactive armor...!!

Ch.94 - Actually, It Wasn't A Big Deal.
I don't like being in pain.
Well, I suppose nobody likes being in pain, but anyway, I hate being in pain.

Of course, I'm not the type to make a huge fuss about it—I just dislike pain about as much as anyone else would.

So it's not strange at all that I'm crying.
Even someone else would've cried from a wound like this. Seriously.

"Uguuu... *sniff*..."

"...Are you okay?"

I shook my head at Hyun's question, which was mixed with a heavy sigh.
Am I okay? No, I'm not okay at all.

This is the first time I've been in this much pain.
No, really.

Is it because I haven't been injured since becoming this body? No, I have been injured before?
But why does this one hurt so much?

"It hurts..."

"Of course it hurts when you have a wound this size on your forearm. Just bear with it a little."

Hyun said that as he moved me to the treatment room.
Soon after, the doctor followed us in, sat down in front of me, and examined my wound.

"You've been cut by something extremely sharp."

The doctor said this while gently pressing near the wound.
The sharp pain made my wings suddenly spread out, but fortunately, there was nothing nearby, so nothing got broken.

"It... hurts."

"Pain means the tissue is alive. Hmm... Fortunately, it's not a laceration, and your recovery is fast, so there's no need for stitches."

"Ah... that's good. But shouldn't we stitch it up anyway?"

"Seeing how the wound is already starting to heal, it should recover fine without stitches. Still, we need to prevent secondary infection, so we should at least disinfect it."

Disinfect...? It hurts enough just leaving it alone, and now they want to disinfect it too?
I flinched and rolled my eyes, which Hyun immediately noticed and grabbed my shoulder firmly.

"You're not thinking of running away, are you?"

"N-no, I'm not."

"Yeah, right. I just saw you rolling your eyes around."

Hyun said that as he grabbed my hand and arm.
Seeing the veins popping out and the Reactive Armor rising on the arm he was holding, I could feel his determination not to let me escape.

"Ah, I won't run away, so let go!!"

"If I don't do this, you'll start thrashing around."

"Who's going to thrash around! T-this much will heal if I just lick it, so let me go!"

"Did you hurt your head instead of your arm? You're talking nonsense."

Hyun said that while interlocking his fingers with mine and gripping my hand tightly, and all I could do was tremble.
If I used force with my arm, it would hurt, and if I kicked my feet around, the doctor right in front of me might get hurt...

*My healing ability, you too...!*

Burns heal super quickly, so why can't this heal quickly too...! The doctor even said it was a clean cut...!
Feeling indignant, I gritted my teeth and huffed, causing a whistling sound to escape between my teeth.

At least the bleeding had stopped, as the doctor said, though it wasn't completely healed yet—it still stung whenever I tried to move.
That made me even more annoyed. If it had just healed cleanly from the start, this wouldn't have happened...!

The doctor, who had been watching from a distance, cautiously approached and asked Hyun.
I thought about hissing at him to make him back off again, but I couldn't quite bring myself to abandon human dignity, so I just took deep breaths.

"Have you calmed down? Can I disinfect it now?"

"Yes, I think you can disinfect it now. And I'll hold him, so it'll be fine."

"I'm not fine, so why are you saying it's fine!"

I shouted, but Hyun and the doctor completely ignored me now.

"Ah, yes. The bleeding seems to have stopped, so I'll take a blood sample first before we start."

The doctor began collecting the dripping blood.

"Hmm... The amount is a bit small, but let's disinfect it first for now."

The doctor said that as he took something out, and the nurse standing behind approached and placed something like a tray under my arm.
I squeezed my eyes shut in anticipation of the pain to come, but I only heard a trickling sound without any pain.

When I cautiously opened my eyes, the doctor was washing my wound with running water.
Of course, he wasn't scrubbing it like when taking a bath—just rinsing the blood away with water.

"Ah..."

That's a relief. This must be the end. This really is the end, right? This counts as disinfection, right?
I swallowed dryly with hope, but no such luck.

As soon as the water rinse was finished, the nurse brought a metal tray, and it was filled with disinfectant cotton, red medicine, and other unidentifiable medical supplies I often saw in the infirmary.

"Wait, just a moment...!"

"?"

The doctor, the nurse, and Hyun all looked at me with expressions that seemed to ask what was wrong.
Why do you think I asked them to stop?

"Um... is disinfection really necessary? The wound is very clean, and if you just wrap a bandage around it, I think it'll heal on its own? Actually, I have really good healing abilities—my burst eardrums and burns all healed within minutes, so wouldn't a wound like this be fine without disinfection?"

I emphasized twice that disinfection might not be necessary, trying to convince them of its redundancy, but Hyun opened his mouth and ruined everything.

"Your eardrum burst? When? Why didn't you tell me!"

"Ah, don't shout right next to my ear! I told you it's all healed!"

"I'll add an otoscopic examination to the checklist along with the hearing test."

The nurse calmly wrote something down, and the doctor just chuckled.
Don't laugh, this is serious...

"Um, I really think it's all healed, so can we skip the disinfection...?"

"No matter how fast you heal, secondary infection is dangerous, so disinfection is absolutely necessary."

I asked with the most pitiful expression I could muster, but the doctor just smiled and dismissed it.

"It's going to... hurt..."

I whimpered as pitifully as possible again, but instead of answering, the doctor quietly picked up a cotton ball with tweezers.
No, the cotton ball was a bluff. While I was distracted by the cotton ball, the doctor sprayed something he was holding in his other hand onto my arm.

"PIYAAAA!!"

"Hey! You're not dying!"

"I am! I'm dying from pain!!"

"Such a drama queen! Hey, stop thrashing around!!!"

Spray, spray—the disinfectant was sprayed on my arm again, and once more my wings spread out involuntarily.
In the end, I couldn't resist and had to endure the disinfection to the end. I left the treatment room first, leaving Hyun behind as he listened to the doctor's explanation.

As I was leaving the treatment room after the disinfection, perhaps because of the commotion earlier, all eyes turned to me as soon as I came out.
I flinched and quickly ran away from people's gazes.

"..."

*This is so fucking embarrassing...*

I realized during the disinfection that my arm wound had already completely healed by the time the first disinfectant was sprayed.
By the time the second spray came, there wasn't even any redness left—it had healed so perfectly that they were essentially spraying disinfectant on uninjured skin.

But I didn't know that and went "PIYAAAA!" with a metallic screech while trembling.
That realization was driving me crazy.

*But it really did hurt...!*

Whether it was the placebo effect or whatever, it hurt because of that!
As I was walking, almost running, I suddenly caught sight of myself in a mirror ahead—my face was as red as a tomato.

—What an idiot.

If I wasn't mistaken, my reflection seemed to be looking at me with a pathetic expression, saying that.
Unable to overcome the embarrassment, I covered my face with both hands and crouched down in place.

My palms were warm.

They felt like hand warmers rather than my face.

"Ugh..."

You can't even handle a simple disinfection without making such noises...
What? "Piyak"? Are you a chick? And what's with the whistling sound when you're huffing?

I sat crouched alone in a corner where people rarely passed by, sighing deeply for a while. Then, to forget the embarrassment, I gritted my teeth and exhaled.
It wasn't my imagination—a real whistling sound came out.

"Hah..."

I can breathe fire, and now I'm making whistling sounds too.
This is really something else...

As I sighed deeply and hung my head, Hyun's voice came from right above me.

"What are you doing?"

"...Self-reflection."

When I answered with a sigh, Hyun chuckled and grabbed the back of my neck.

"Let's go. We need to go for your next examination."

I frowned deeply at those words.

"Let go, you bastard."

"Alright, so prickly."

As soon as Hyun put me down, I strode toward the next examination room.

"Hey, are you sulking?"

"..."

But no matter how briskly I walked, Hyun could catch up with just two or three casual steps.
I tried walking even more energetically, but no matter how hard I tried, he caught up easily, so I just gave up and walked slowly.

"Hey, are you really sulking?"

"...Dunno. I'm not sulking."

"Would someone who's not sulking have that blank face and say nothing?"

He keeps asking if I'm sulking, but I'm really not.
I'm just in a bad mood, that's all.

"...I told you I'm not sulking."

"Then why are you being so sullen? Did it hurt a lot when I held your arm? Is that why?"

"Hah... It's not that. Just..."

I mumbled and quietly continued walking.
Shit... how do I explain this...

"Hey. Is it because you're embarrassed that you made such a fuss over something that turned out to be nothing once the wound healed?"

I tried to ignore Hyun's words that hit the mark, but my ears perked up involuntarily, giving me away.
I glared at him with an expression that said it wasn't like that, but as soon as Hyun saw my face, he covered his mouth and turned his head away.

"Pfft...!"

"...You bastard, do you think I can't hear that sound just because you turned your head?"

"Hoo... Hooo... Pahah! *gasp* Khuph... Pfffthhh..."

It was even more infuriating to see him trying so hard to hold back his laughter.
I thought about kicking him, but it didn't seem right to kick a friend who had helped me, so I held back.

Just laugh one more time, and I won't hold back—I'll kick you.
As I was thinking that, Hyun stopped laughing as if he'd read my mind.

This guy has annoyingly good intuition.
And that's why he's so tactless.

Ch.95 - Amidst The Chaos
After completing all the height, weight, BMI tests, I finished the vision test, hearing test, and otoscopy.
Oh, by the way, otoscopy is an examination where they put a camera in your ear to check the eardrum and ear canal.

Anyway, what I learned from all this was that my body has ridiculously amazing performance... well, "performance" isn't quite the right word.
Um... anyway, I found out I'm healthier than average.

First, according to the order on the examination form, the vision test showed a result of 12.0.
A whole 12.0! But the doctor who conducted the test said my actual vision is probably much higher.

"The maximum our Association's equipment can measure is 12.0. The fact that you can see everything without difficulty means... your vision is at least higher than 12."

From what I heard, my vision is better than a hawk flying in the sky.
I was a bit surprised to hear it might even be better than an ostrich's.

"I didn't know ostriches have better eyes than hawks."

That was quite shocking.
Honestly, shouldn't birds that fly have better eyesight than birds that run around?

*Maybe the wind in their eyes made their vision worse.*

That might actually be possible.

"You're surprised by the strangest things."

"Well, it's surprising."

Anyway, that was my vision, and next was the hearing test, but we decided to do the otoscopy first.

The reason was the eardrum incident... Shit, Hyun always has to label everything as an "incident" for no reason.
Anyway, it was because of what I casually mentioned about my eardrum in the treatment room.

"When exactly did your eardrum rupture?"

"It burst when I was fighting that kid in court."

"This is unbelievable... Why are you only telling me this now?"

"Because it healed...?"

I said that without thinking and had to listen to a long lecture.
No, it wasn't just a lecture. He grabbed my horns and shook me thoroughly. He told me not to worry him with things like this.

But contrary to Hyun's concerns, my eardrum was perfectly fine.
Not even a trace of a tear, not a single hole—completely clean.

"See? It's perfectly fine!"

"Well, that's good then."

"The camera is still in your ear, so please don't move~"

"Ah, yes."

There was a minor commotion, but at least we confirmed my eardrum was fine. I immediately took the hearing test after that.
Like my vision, it exceeded the maximum range the machine could measure.

Of course, I could hear all normal sounds.
From the lowest frequencies to the highest frequencies that ordinary people can't hear, I could hear everything if I just concentrated.

After finishing the vision and hearing tests, Hyun and I went out into the hallway for the next examination.

"It's strange. Your hearing is so good, yet you're terrible at listening to people."

"Are you saying that for me to hear?"

"Of course I am, dummy."

I showed my middle finger to Hyun, who was sighing deeply, and moved on to the next test.

"What's the next test?"

"Next is... ah, blood test."

At the mention of blood test, I stopped abruptly, and Hyun, who was following right behind me, bumped into my legs.
Hyun, who had been reading the examination form, made an "oops" sound and then smirked at me.

"What's wrong? Don't tell me you're scared of getting a shot?"

"That's bullshit, you crazy bastard. Who's scared?"

"Says the guy who trembled and chirped like a baby chick because he didn't want to disinfect his wound even though it was already healed."

After that triple combo with no pause, I trembled slightly and hung my head low, shaking my body.
Though he couldn't see my face, I could feel Hyun getting flustered.

"*Sniff*..."

He's probably thinking: Is he crying? No way... Wait, is he really crying?
Stupid guy. That sniffling was just me clearing my nose.

Come closer and I'll ram you with my horns.
That's what I was thinking, but suddenly I felt a powerful impact on the back of my head, and my body lurched forward.

SMACK!!

"Ugh!?"

Did he just hit me? He really just hit his defenseless friend on the back of the head that hard?
Startled, I covered the back of my head with both hands and blinked at Hyun, who smirked.

"As if I'd fall for that, idiot."

This was definitely my miscalculation.
I should have expected he'd see through it after being friends for over 18 years.

*Then I'll just stab him directly.*

I tried to lower my head to stab him with my horns, but he caught them in his hands.
Grabbing my horns, he lifted me up and immobilized me completely.

"Shall we talk this out?"

I said with a smile, and Hyun sighed deeply.

"This isn't working. I'll just carry you to the blood collection room like this."

"Hey, I'm sorry. I was wrong. Let me go, okay?"

Despite my words, Hyun started walking without paying any attention.
It wasn't just a joke to teach me a lesson—he was seriously planning to carry me all the way to the blood collection room like this.

I begged him to let me go, but he just responded with laughter.

"If you let me go now, there won't be any bloodshed."

"You're going to see blood anyway because of the blood test."

"Ah! You idiot! They can't give me a shot anyway because of the reactive armor! Then we'll have to cut me with my nails again!!"

As I struggled and said that, Hyun chuckled.

"Hey, reactive armor isn't almighty."

"...What does that mean?"

"Exactly what I said. If reactive armor was really an invincible cheat key that blocked everything, humanity would have been extinct long ago."

Because of that thing you know about.
If he's talking about "that thing I know about," he must mean the Berserk Dragon.

"But didn't you say the reactive armor can only be removed if you're brain dead?"

"That's literally 'removing' it. There are ways to penetrate or neutralize it."

"What's the method?"

"Among the materials that come out of Gates, there's a stone called neutralization stone. You can use that."

"That's it?"

"Yeah, that's it."

I expected something like an extremely sharp drill or laser, or maybe using mana to make something sharper, but surprisingly, the method was very simple.
It was so simple that I thought he was lying at first.

"Is that really all?"

"Do I look like someone who would lie about this? That's really all there is to it."

"What is this neutralization stone that can penetrate something this hard?"

"The neutralization stone is used to neutralize reactive armor. If you rub it on a spot, the reactive armor disappears from that area temporarily."

"How long is 'temporarily'?"

"It varies case by case, from as long as an hour to as short as a few minutes. At most, it would be just over two hours, I think?"

Hyun wouldn't lie about something like this, so it's probably true.
Honestly, it's hard to believe until I see it myself.

"That's interesting. This hard thing disappears just by rubbing a stone on it? Is it like those germanium bracelets? That placebo effect or whatever?"

"You compare it to the strangest things. It's not like that—it really works. And it doesn't disappear; it just stops functioning. It's similar to how a hard drive becomes unusable when you put an industrial magnet next to it."

I nodded at the explanation that made immediate sense. Actually, I couldn't nod.
Oh right, he was holding my horns.

Realizing this belatedly, I rolled my eyes to look around and found we were already in front of the blood collection room.
We're already at the blood collection room?

"Don't tell me... you planned this from the beginning...?"

"Hoho, I don't know what you're talking about~"

I kicked him in the shin as he pretended not to know with that weird tone.

"Ow!?"

"Hmph."

Leaving Hyun behind as he crouched down rubbing his shin, I entered the blood collection room.
Again, the gazes of nurses and security guards were focused on me, so I immediately took a number and quietly moved to a corner.

Just as I was about to sit down, I thought they might call me right away, so I stood up and peeked inside the blood collection room.

"Yu Sia, please come in."

Sure enough, I immediately heard a nurse calling my name, so I headed toward the blood collection room.
My wings brushed against a chair as I passed by, but fortunately, the chairs here were spaced widely enough that I didn't bump into anything.

"Are you Yu Sia?"

"Yes."

"Okay, first let me see your examination form..."

"Ah. Just a moment."

Right, Hyun had my examination form.
Just as I was about to get up, Hyun pressed down on my shoulder and made me sit back down.

"Here's the examination form."

"Yes, I've confirmed it. We'll be collecting five vials of blood as you can see here. The precautions are written on the desk over there, so please make sure to check them. And... oh, you have reactive armor. Please wait a moment."

After quickly checking the paper Hyun handed over, the nurse nodded and rattled off instructions at the speed of someone reading insurance terms, then tried to get up.

"W-wait a moment."

"Yes?"

"The needle... is it very big?"

"Hehe, no. It's not very big, so don't worry."

The nurse answered with a faint smile and got up to bring something that looked like a jewel.
It looked more like a crystal than a stone.

"Is that the neutralization stone?"

"Yeah."

"It looks dangerous as hell..."

Seeing it glow faintly green, it really looked like some radioactive stone.
I blinked blankly as I watched the nurse bring the neutralization stone.

What is this feeling of déjà vu?

"It's okay. It just looks like that, but actually it's not—"

—...

I closed my eyes tightly at the crackling noise that suddenly invaded my ears, then opened them again.
For the brief moment my eyes were closed, the image of an unfamiliar man appeared and disappeared before me.

"What's wrong?"

"No... I just thought I saw something for a moment..."

"What did you see?"

I closed my eyes again at Hyun's words, but the man's image didn't reappear.
Brown hair... yellow eyes... a middle-aged man with even more muscles than Hyun...

"...It's nothing. Nothing at all."

I must have seen wrong...
I don't know any weird old man wearing spandex like that.

Ugh, my eyes.
I felt like my eyes had been violated even though I hadn't actually seen it directly.

"I'll rub the neutralization stone first. Please let me know if it hurts or stings."

"Ah, yes."

The nurse said that as she tied a rubber band around my arm and placed the neutralization stone on the crook of my arm.
At that moment, the neutralization stone emitted an intense light and then cracked with a sound.

"?"

"Oh."

"I was afraid this might happen..."

What? Is this my fault?
I swear I didn't do anything.

"L-let's do the blood collection first."

"What? Ah, ow. Wait a second!?"

I was so shocked looking at the broken neutralization stone that I flinched when I felt a prick in my arm.
Glancing over, I saw the needle piercing my arm.

"Ugh..."

"Oh, you didn't scream this time."

I glared at Hyun making unnecessary comments beside me as the blood collection continued.
It's absolutely not because I'm afraid to look at the needle stuck in my arm that I turned my head away.

Ch.96 - Uncomfortable... Comfortable...
After the blood test, there weren't any other time-consuming examinations.
The only ones that took a bit longer were the X-ray and ultrasound.

Even those just took extra time to position me properly because of my claws and wings, but nothing actually went wrong.
Quite surprising. I thought I'd mess something up for sure.

Hyun said the same thing. He thought I'd break at least one machine or something, so he was impressed I managed to get through without destroying anything.
I punished his mean comments about his sweet childhood friend with a kick to his shin.

Oh, speaking of breaking things, they told me that the Neutralization Stone that broke during the blood test doesn't lose its effect when shattered.
Apparently, they break easily anyway, and can be melted down and reformed to their original state, so I don't need to pay for it.

"But what is a Neutralization Stone that it keeps working even when broken?"

"Huh? Oh, um... I'm not a scientist so I don't know the details, but think of it like water."

"That radioactive rock is similar to water?"

Does that mean you can drink it if you melt it?
No, if it's hot enough to melt stone, you couldn't even touch it.

"I mean its properties stay the same even when its form changes. That's why they weren't too concerned about it breaking."

"Is that even possible?"

"I wouldn't know. But most things that come from Gates are like that, so I just accept it. That's what gave scientists such headaches."

I nodded at Hyun's words.
When you think about it, we already have people breathing fire and flying through the air, so questioning this seems silly in comparison.

"So are we done with all the tests now?"

"We still have a few left."

"There's more?"

Height, weight, BMI, blood test, X-ray, ultrasound, hearing test, vision test... Didn't we do everything already?
Sure, there was that not-so-small incident in the middle that caused a commotion and delayed things, but I thought we'd finished all the necessary tests.

"Oral examination, urine test, psychological evaluation, and then consultation about the test results."

"That's a lot more stuff."

Just when I thought we were done with the basic tests, the biggest hurdles remained.
Oral examination and psychological evaluation? Those aren't really issues. I brush my teeth well and have a healthy body and mind.

The biggest problem is something else...

*I can't do the urine test by myself...*

Should I ask the nurse for help?
That would be the best option, since nurses have been helping with most of the tests so far.

But I really don't want to.
And the nurse probably wouldn't want to either.

Other tests just required careful movement to avoid touching things with my claws, or adjusting my posture, but a urine test means someone would need to be there the whole time...
And since I need to collect urine in a cup, that means...

*Fuck...*

No way.
I'd rather die than do that.

I'd sooner wet my pants than go through that, absolutely not.
But if I go in alone with the cup, my claws would tear my pants and underwear, and I wouldn't be able to hold the cup properly, spilling urine everywhere.

Should I ask Hyun to help? To hold the cup for me? That's insane. That's even more ridiculous.
Well, actually it's not completely ridiculous. Even normally, Hyun helps me with... that...

*Sigh...*

I guess some things can't be helped.
But that's different because he only helps at the beginning and end, not throughout the whole process like this would require.

More importantly, how would others perceive Hyun helping me?

*It would definitely cause an uproar. They might even call him a pedophile. Though judging by how little news there's been about me, Ha-Young Noona or Hyun himself must be managing things somehow...*

Hyun's already been busy enough because of me. I don't want to burden him further.
I need to think carefully. It's not me who would get criticized, but Hyun.

*The best method would be...*

Maybe put the cup on the floor and stand... no, that won't work. I can't even enter the men's bathroom.
And I can't put the cup on the toilet seat cover and aim at it.

*It would splash everywhere. What kind of crazy person would do that?*

That would be incredibly inconsiderate. I don't like either option.
Who would want to show someone else them urinating anyway?

"Hah..."

If I had that thing attached, I wouldn't have to worry about this, seriously...
I let out a deep sigh and hung my head.

"Why the long face all of a sudden?"

"Ugh... hah..."

"Ah..."

The topic was too awkward to bring up, so I just sighed deeply, but Hyun seemed to understand as he scratched his head with a sour expression.
We both walked in silence for a while.

If we had been chatting, it might have taken longer, but since we were completely silent, we quickly arrived at the urine test area.
At the same time, Hyun and I stopped at the entrance and stared blankly ahead.

"...There's no other way."

Hyun muttered that while looking at me.
Wait... wait, no, right?

"Hey, you'll be screwed if you do this, you idiot!"

Even though Hyun and I are childhood friends, very few people know that.

But more importantly, people won't care that we're childhood friends.

"Korea's hope, S-Class Hero Choi Hyun, actually a pedophile?" versus "S-Class Hero helps childhood friend with urine test."
...Both sound incredibly weird, but people will definitely go for the more sensational headline.

*If that happens, being an S-Class Hero won't matter anymore, everything will be ruined! How can he say such things!*

"Me?"

I couldn't tell if he was playing dumb or trying to make me explode with anger as he asked with a confused expression.
I felt dizzy for a moment and closed my eyes tightly, covering my face with both hands.

"I mean if you help me, YOU'LL be screwed, you moron..."

I whispered as quietly as possible so others wouldn't hear. Hyun's eyes widened, and after blinking a few times, he burst into laughter.
Why is he laughing? Is he confident?

"Thanks for worrying, but I wasn't planning to help you."

"Huh?"

"Come on, do you think I wouldn't realize something with such obvious consequences? I can see how this would end just as well as you can."

"Well, um..."

It was an annoying thing to hear, but thinking about it, he wasn't wrong, so I was at a loss for words.
Why does he only become logical at times like this? Well, I'm not sure if you can call that logic, but either way, he really knows how to leave me speechless.

"...So what were you planning to do?"

"Ask the nurse, what else can we do?"

"Ah..."

"You won't like it, but there's no choice. There's no other way."

"Hah... fuck..."

That was also correct, so I had nothing to say.
Hyun had nothing more to add either, just a bitter smile.

Fortunately, there was a nurse who readily offered to help, so I was somehow able to complete the urine test.
It was mortifying to relieve myself in front of someone else, but...

...at least it's over now.
Let's just think of it that way.

After finishing the urine test and oral examination, we headed for the psychological evaluation.
Unlike the other examination rooms, it wasn't underground but on the ground floor, so we had to take the elevator up again.

The reason was that a confined environment like an interrogation room could negatively affect the test results.
Usually, these evaluations take place in the first-floor counseling room, but since I'm not a Hero and Ha-Young Noona, who understands my situation, made special arrangements, I was allowed to use the third-floor reception room with a terrace.

The problem was...
I wasn't in my right mind because of what had just happened.

"Not that way. We need to go further."

"Ah, okay..."

It was chaos—walking down the wrong corridors, getting my wings caught on walls, and bumping my horns when I bent down to pick up a coin I'd dropped without thinking.

"Hah..."

"Are you that bothered by it?"

"If someone had to put their hand between your legs to help you pee, do you think you'd be in your right mind?"

"Hmm... I'm sorry."

I hadn't meant to sound accusatory, but somehow it came out that way, so I sighed deeply.
I knew the nurse was the only option... but that doesn't make it any less embarrassing.

"I swear I'm never doing this health checkup again."

"You have to do it every two years. You're on the mandatory list."

"Hah..."

Please destroy this humiliating health checkup system in two years...
While muttering such nonsense in my head, we entered the third-floor reception room where an elderly gentleman welcomed me.

"Ah, you must be Yu Sia who's here for the examination? I'm Dr. Park Tae-Gyeong from the Department of Mental Health, and I'll be handling your consultation."

"Yes..."

"You seem down. Did something happen?"

For a moment, what happened in the bathroom flashed through my mind, but I blinked hard to push the memory away.

"Yes, well... something unpleasant happened..."

"I see. If it's difficult to talk about, you don't have to."

After saying that, the doctor got up from his seat and took out a job's tears tea mix and a mug from the cabinet, made the tea, and placed it in front of me.

"Here, let's talk slowly while you enjoy some job's tears tea."

"Ah, thank you."

Whether out of consideration or not, the mug the doctor gave me was much larger than other cups, so I could hold it gently with both hands.
The sweet, nutty aroma made my mouth water as I brought the cup to my lips.

Oh, it might be a bit hot.

"Hoo... hoo... hoo..."

"...Hey. You breathe fire, and you're blowing on job's tears tea because it's hot?"

I glared briefly at Hyun, who was laughing incredulously, then took a sip of the tea.
Just as the aroma had promised, it was sweet and nutty, making me smile involuntarily as the unpleasant memories faded away.

"Delicious..."

"Hoho, I was worried since we only have coffee, black tea, or job's tears tea in the reception room, but I'm glad you like it."

His warm smile made him seem like a real grandfather, which was oddly comforting.
...He was old enough to be a grandfather, but regardless, he just had a calming presence about him.

"Ah, Choi Hyun, you can sit wherever you're comfortable and listen. Would you like some job's tears tea as well?"

"No, I'm fine. I had coffee upstairs before coming down."

"Hoho, I see. Come to think of it, Director Seo Ha-Young sounded particularly angry today. Did something happen upstairs again?"

"It's not like I cause trouble every day..."

"The Association has been quite noisy lately, hasn't it? Hoho."

He's quite skilled at deflecting, isn't he?
Is that because he's a doctor?

"Slurp..."

I thought this as I drank my tea.
Watching Hyun get called out made the tea taste even better.

Ch.97 - A Peaceful Counseling Session
When I first heard about the psychological evaluation from Hyun, my immediate thought was, "So what exactly is this psychological evaluation anyway?"

I didn't think it was the typical mental health check. After all, what happens at a psychiatrist's office is called "counseling," not "psychological evaluation."

Of course, Hyun had given me a vague explanation, so I knew it was somewhat similar to psychiatric counseling. But with a name like "psychological evaluation," it felt... different somehow? I couldn't help thinking it would be unlike the psychiatric counseling I was familiar with.

I wasn't sure exactly how it differed since I'd never experienced one, but I vaguely imagined it might involve some ability user with mental powers who could draw out my inner self (the bad one), like something from a shounen manga.

But when I actually underwent the evaluation, it was quite different from what I'd imagined. Or rather, in some ways, it was very similar to what I already knew.

"Have you been going through any difficulties lately?"

"Um... well... getting this health checkup."

"Haha. This place is quite spacious, so running around everywhere can be tiring. Being in an unfamiliar environment and experiencing things for the first time must make you more tired and stressed than usual."

Right, psychological counseling.
I've never actually had psychological counseling before, but I remembered seeing it occasionally in American dramas and movies.

You know, sitting in a comfortable chair where you can recline or sit comfortably, having a casual conversation. That kind of psychological counseling.
So it was quite unexpected. If it's just this, why bother calling it a "psychological evaluation"?

Why did they name it that way?
I don't understand.

I would have asked Hyun if he were here, but right before the counseling started, he stood up, told me to come out when it was over, and left, so I couldn't even ask him.

Hmm.

"Whenever I feel tired or stressed, I take walks. I stroll leisurely along the riverside, then sit on a bench and watch people passing by for a while."

While I was lost in thought, I gently put down the mug I was holding as I listened to the doctor starting the conversation.
Maybe because the atmosphere was so comfortable, I tilted my head and asked a question about something I would normally have just acknowledged with a nod.

"You take walks when you're tired?"

"No matter how tired and exhausted I am, when I walk leisurely with my hands behind my back, the fatigue disappears like magic in that moment. It's quite amazing. Though I end up completely drained after returning from the walk. Haha."

Whether it was because of his casual remarks or the special situation of counseling, I found myself listening attentively.
Whether my ears physically perked up or it was just figurative, I was paying attention.

"Does Sia have any routines or personal ways to relieve fatigue or stress?"

"Hmm..."

My own way to relieve fatigue...
I pondered the doctor's question, but nothing particular came to mind.

In the past, I might have said playing computer games or lying down watching Neotuber shorts on my phone... but none of these were possible now.
I couldn't play computer games because I didn't have a computer, and watching shorts on my phone was the same situation.

*Even if I had them, I wouldn't be able to use them anyway.*

After hesitating for a moment while looking at my hand holding the mug, I smiled faintly and answered.

"Sleeping."

Instead of expressing doubt or asking questions about my answer, the doctor nodded in agreement.

"That's what most people do. There's no better way to solve the fundamental problems of fatigue or stress than sleeping."

"That's right."

"There's nothing wrong with that. Finding your own special method isn't easy in the first place. Before I discovered walking as a method, I only thought about getting home quickly, showering, and going to bed."

"That sounds very... office worker-like."

When I blinked and said this, the doctor laughed softly and nodded.

"Of course. Being a doctor doesn't mean I live some extraordinary life. I'm still human after all. It's natural to want to rest when tired, to want to quit when things get tough, and sometimes to want to escape from the repetitive daily routine."

Still human after all...
Though it was said in passing, those words resonated with me.

"Until recently, I was planning to quit my job and retire like this..."

With a rustling sound, the doctor pulled out a paper envelope from the inside pocket of his wine-colored vest.
Surprisingly, the envelope had the words "resignation letter" written in large letters.

"I was planning to retire."

"Why did you want to retire?"

"Haha, there's no special reason. I just wanted to rest. Being a doctor is hard work."

I nodded with an involuntarily weary smile at his reason, which was simpler than expected but something I could empathize with.
Rest is important. I don't know exactly how old he is, but being a doctor, he must be wealthy and could live comfortably after retirement. If it were me, I'd want to retire too.

But if he had actually retired, the doctor wouldn't be here now.
Following this obvious train of thought, I looked at the doctor and asked:

"Then why didn't you retire?"

"Because my resignation was rejected. Hmm. That might be difficult to understand, so to put it simply, my retirement was refused."

"Isn't quitting a job up to the person working there?"

"That's not wrong, but reality isn't so accommodating. Well, the biggest reason was that I was persuaded during a conversation with the person who was going to process my resignation."

The doctor, who had been laughing with a "haha," put the resignation letter back in his pocket.

"But I still dream of quitting. That's why I carry this resignation letter with me."

The doctor tapped his left chest where the resignation letter was stored and smiled gently.

"Has Sia ever had such experiences? Thinking about escaping from daily life or wanting to have new experiences?"

"Yes."

Surprised by my instinctive response, I closed my mouth.
New experiences, escaping from daily life for new experiences... yes. Before I became like this, I had thought about it a few times.

Like wanting to try drinking alcohol or smoking cigarettes after seeing actors do it coolly in movies, or wishing a meteor would hit my school because I hated going there so much—such trivial fantasies.

Things like backpacking abroad with friends, going camping, or spending 24 hours at an internet café right after graduating high school.

But since becoming like this, I hadn't really thought about such things.
What would be the point now?

"If you don't want to talk about it, that's perfectly fine. Don't feel pressured."

"..."

The doctor wasn't rushing me but giving me time to think slowly by myself.
So I thought for a long time. Not about what I wanted to do, but why I had answered "yes" to the doctor's question.

And after much contemplation, I came to this conclusion:

"...I want to go for walks."

"Walks are good. Hemingway Street in Seocho-Gu is really nice for walking. Have you been there?"

I shook my head.
The doctor nodded again.

"Then is there a path that Sia has thought about wanting to walk on?"

It wasn't a difficult question, but I needed some mental preparation, so after thinking for a moment, I opened my mouth.

"I just want to walk around near my home. Like I used to... the way to school, the path I used to run to the internet café when skipping self-study sessions, the streets I wandered on weekends... It doesn't have to be anywhere special, I just want to walk around those ordinary places."

"Can't you go now?"

I nodded at his calm question.
Currently, I couldn't even go outside the house without Hyun, let alone go for walks.

"Can you tell me why you can't go out?"

"...Because I can't go out alone. There's an organization targeting me, and if I'm in danger, Hyun will have a hard time."

Actually, I could handle the stares. It was a bit burdensome, but I could ignore them if I tried hard enough.
But I was afraid to go outside because of Harmageddon.

Not once, but twice.
And they didn't come at night or to places without people—they caused terror attacks in broad daylight in crowded places, trying to take me away.

How could I think about going outside when such people existed?
Above all, it was obvious that Hyun would suffer more because of me, and I didn't want to be selfish knowing that.

"Is Sia unable to go outside because you're worried about Choi Hyun?"

Am I not going outside because I'm worried about Hyun? That was true.
But that wasn't the only reason. There were definitely other reasons.

"It's not just because of that. I can't go out because a bad organization is targeting me."

"You mean Harmageddon."

So you know. Well, of course you would, working for the Hero Association.
If you know, that makes the conversation easier.

"Yes, that's right. Because I'm... a monster modified by Harmageddon. Those guys are targeting me, so I can't go outside."

"Being targeted by a dangerous organization like Harmageddon—that's disastrous."

"It is... Those crazy bastards who commit terror attacks whenever they see me, whether Hyun is there or not... Ah, I'm sorry for cursing..."

I cursed without realizing it due to my surging emotions, but the doctor nodded and said it was okay.

"If you're being targeted by such a dangerous organization, you probably don't have many places to stay. Where do you usually stay?"

"I stay at Hyun's house."

The doctor nodded again.

"I see. The house of Choi Hyun, an S-Class Hero, would certainly be a safe place to stay. But Choi Hyun can't always be at home, so what do you do then?"

"I just... do nothing, watch TV, or sleep... take naps."

"Have you ever worried about Harmageddon attacking when Hyun isn't there?"

"I've thought about it, but... I think it'll be fine. It's not just any ordinary house; it's the home of Choi Hyun, an S-Class Hero. Besides, if they were going to attack, wouldn't they have done so already?"

"Sia's opinion makes sense. So to summarize... the reason Sia can't go outside is because you're worried about Choi Hyun."

Why did the conversation circle back to the beginning after I talked so much about Harmageddon?
Did he not listen to anything I said? Feeling slightly annoyed, I blinked slowly, and the doctor looked at me with a faint smile.

"Sia isn't afraid of Harmageddon. You're afraid of Choi Hyun getting hurt and suffering because of them."

"No, that's..."

Is it not...?
Unable to continue speaking, I opened and closed my mouth before firmly shutting it.

"A little while ago, Sia said this: 'There's an organization targeting me, and if I'm in danger, Hyun will have a hard time.'"

Once again, a casually thrown remark pierced my mind like a dagger.
Thinking about it, I had been connecting everything to Hyun from start to finish.

It's safe because it's Hyun's house. It's safe because I'm by Hyun's side. It's okay because Hyun is there. It's okay because it's Hyun.
Because I don't want to trouble Hyun. Because I don't want Hyun to struggle. Because I don't want Hyun to get hurt.

Hyun. Hyun. Hyun.
Choi Hyun.

Those two syllables were stuck in my head and wouldn't leave.

*Why...?*

Even for childhood friends, this level of concern is strange.
This isn't just caring for someone; it's...

*This is obsession.*

Is it because I became a woman? No, I've never thought about wanting to hold hands with Hyun or having that kind of relationship while looking at him.
Maybe I had such thoughts unconsciously, but as far as I remember, I've never liked Hyun romantically.

Is it because Hyun saved my life and helped me numerous times?
This reason is certainly significant, but it's not enough to justify this level of "obsession."

Is it because Hyun knows my secret about being the Light Dragon?
No, Hyun isn't the type to blackmail me with my weakness or spread such rumors.

I was confused.
The moment things I hadn't noticed before suddenly came into view, I felt beyond bewildered—I was terrified.

"If Choi Hyun is the problem, perhaps another S-Class Hero instead of Choi Hyun—"

The moment those words left the doctor's mouth, "I" opened my eyes and looked at the doctor.
After meeting "my" gaze, the doctor stared at me silently for a while, then put down his pen with a trembling breath.

"—I think that's enough for today's counseling."

At those words, "I" silently stood up and left the room.
The tea remaining in the mug had not fully dissolved, leaving only sediment stuck to the bottom.

Ch.98 - My Head Was A Mess.
As soon as I heard the counseling session was over, I looked around after leaving the reception room.
Despite Hyun saying he would wait outside, he wasn't there.

Judging by his scent nearby, he was definitely in the vicinity, but he didn't seem like he'd be back right away.
After confirming that Hyun had stepped away for a moment, I headed straight to the bathroom.

I felt so stifled that I needed to wash my hands with cold water just to clear my head.
In truth, regardless of the reason, all I could think about was needing to soothe my hot, constricted insides that felt like I'd swallowed a heated stone.

"Phew..."

I entered the women's restroom and went straight to the sink.
But since I couldn't use the sink with these hands, I stood in front of the much larger mop basin and turned on the water.

I managed to turn the faucet by pushing it with the back of my hand, and immediately wet both hands.
Unlike the sink, the basin had no hot water function, so only cold water came out.

"Hmm..."

My heated hands began to cool instantly.
Perhaps because dragons are reptiles, as soon as the heat left my hands, my body temperature seemed to drop rapidly.

Of course, there was no way to confirm if my actual body temperature was dropping, but it certainly felt that way.
After cooling my hands under the running water for a while, I turned it off and placed both hands on the basin frame, letting out a deep sigh.

"Haah..."

I feel terrible. Extremely unpleasant.
I felt as bad as when I spoke with that woman, Yu Chae-Ah, in front of the Director's office today.

Even mood swings have their limits. When the counseling started, I was joking around and even laughing, but now suddenly at the end my mood has plummeted.
Of course, I'm particularly sensitive today, but even so, this is...

*This is strange...*

Yes. It's strange.
It's obviously strange, without even needing to think deeply about it.

And the fact that Hyun is the cause makes it even worse.

"Shit..."

At this point, anyone who isn't a fool—no, even a fool would understand.
This isn't a problem caused by my sensitivity, but by the feelings I have for Hyun.

The reason I felt bad when I first met Yu Chae-Ah wasn't simply because of a terrible first impression.
It was because Yu Chae-Ah was acting friendly with Hyun... well, they've worked together for a long time so they probably are actually close, but whatever. She was clinging to him, flattering him, and making physical contact, and that's why I felt bad.

Why?
Because I was afraid of losing Hyun. Or because I didn't like someone else eyeing him.

The reason I didn't have any special feelings about Ha-Young noona was probably because she's already married.
I didn't feel much about the Nurse either, likely because she didn't show much interest in Hyun.

So...
The reason I got angry was because "I don't want to lose Hyun."

"This is driving me crazy."

No, that's not it. That can't be it. There's no way.
I kept denying it over and over, searching for other reasons, but this counseling session made it clear.

I was forced to look at the part I didn't want to acknowledge, that I had pushed aside in my mind, and now I've confirmed and verified it.
It feels like constantly saying "I never did that," only to be confronted with definitive evidence that I did.

It's bewildering and confusing.
But thinking about it carefully, it's true, and I can't refute it.

"Ha..."

All I could do was exhale a sigh, releasing the jumbled emotions that were difficult to express.
As if to remind me that my perceived drop in body temperature was just an illusion, the unconscious sigh I let out was still hot.

I flicked the water off my hands and brought the back of my hand to my forehead.
My forehead was so hot that my cold, washed hands felt like ice against it.

Feeling my hands gradually warming up, I lowered them and turned toward the mirror.
I thought I had gotten used to it by now, but looking again, my appearance felt extremely awkward.

*Obsession*

The person reflected in the mirror was clearly me, but the reflection wasn't me.
I am Hyun's childhood friend, but the me in the mirror was something distorted, obsessed with Hyun.

The clear disparity and sense of alienation made me feel sick to my stomach.
Just what—

[Are you curious about what's happening?]

"Huh!?"

What? Who's there?
I shuddered, feeling as if my heart had dropped to my feet and back.

I looked around, but there was no one in the bathroom.
The voice was too clear to have come from outside. It was as if someone was speaking right next to me.

[You fool.]

As if to confirm it wasn't my imagination, the voice came again, and I turned my creaking neck to look at the mirror.
The me in the mirror had the same expression as me—cowering in fear.

So it's not like those comics where my reflection talks to me...?

Then, where is this voice coming from...?

[Staring at the mirror won't change your expression. It's not like I'm controlling your body.]

"Ugh...! What is this...?"

[What else? I'm speaking to you from inside your head.]

Is it possible it's reading my thoughts...? No, such comic book things can't happen.
...Wait. By that logic, my transformation into this body shouldn't be possible either.

I squeezed my strained eyes shut, then opened them and met the gaze of my reflection.
The me in the mirror still had the same expression as me.

"Who are you...?"

[I'd like to say I'm the owner of your body, but since I can't move it at will... let's say I'm a tenant.]

Or, if that's not clear enough, you can call me the Light Dragon.
The giggling voice was so unpleasant it made me nauseous, while the term "Light Dragon" I'd just heard made me swallow hard.

"How...?"

[How? It's only natural since you're wearing my body. Those hands and horns, and even the wings and ignition organ. Ha, you've taken quite a lot. If you had a normal human body, you would have burst and died long ago, but somehow you survived.]

The Light Dragon said "I'll give you credit" while making clapping sounds with his mouth.
His tone was clearly mocking, which made me laugh in disbelief.

"So you've been in my head this whole time?"

[You're quite perceptive for someone who just realized my existence. Yes, as you said, I've been in your head the whole time.]

His attitude was so brazen that I was left speechless.
It was as if he was saying, "I've been in your head, so what? What can you do about it?"

[Your head is such a boring place with nothing to do, so I poked at your emotions a bit and encouraged you to break things. It was quite entertaining to watch you struggle, insisting you would never do such things.]

What came to mind were the headaches that had persisted since I was in the hospital, the random static noises, and the strange urges that came at all hours.

And even the brief "memory gaps" that occurred during the Kaijuification experiment and when I met Yu Chae-Ah.
Could it be that all of that...

"You fucking bastard...!"

[Humans are so self-centered. I give you an honest answer, and you get angry.]

The low laughter that accompanied those words was irritating.
I was already confused enough to go crazy, and now he's scratching at my insides...!

I gritted my teeth and unconsciously applied force to my hands, then flinched at the unpleasant screech and released the pressure.

But the basin already bore clear claw marks that couldn't be hidden.

[Oh dear, Hyun will scold you.]

"Shut up..."

[If I shut up now, you won't hear what you're most curious about. Well, it doesn't matter to me, but if that's what you want, I'll oblige.]

After that, the Light Dragon truly fell silent, saying nothing more.
My head suddenly became quiet, and all I could hear were the occasional voices and footsteps from outside the bathroom.

"Hey."

I tried calling the voice in my head again, but there was no response.
Just in case, I called a few more times, but still no answer.

What's going on...? Was it all my imagination...?
Is this happening because I have too much on my mind lately? Or is it an auditory hallucination caused by stress?

Thinking this, I examined the basin. The claw marks I had made were clearly visible.
Wondering if even this might be a hallucination, I reached out and rubbed the scratched area with the back of my hand.

The sharp sensation of my scales scraping against the marks told me that what had just happened wasn't an illusion.
So, really... is there a monster living in my head? The monster that killed 5 million people has been living with me?

"Hey... answer me."

No way. That can't be. It's nonsense.
After being fine all this time, why reveal yourself now? Why?

"I said answer me...!"

[Earlier you told me to shut up, and now you're urging me to answer. You're as willful as a dragon. Ah, I suppose that's why you could remain intact after taking four parts of my body.]

The Light Dragon's voice kept equating himself with me, which irritated me deeply, but I held back and glared at the mirror.
Naturally, my reflection glared back at me.

"Did you make me obsessed with Hyun too?"

[Hmm? What an interesting question. Not whether you're obsessed—but whether I made you obsessed. There's a limit to foolish questions, but you're exceptionally dim-witted.]

"Shut up and answer me!"

[Shut up and answer? Which one do you want me to do? Shut up? Or answer?]

The chuckling voice was so irritating that I wanted to claw my ears out.
Suspecting that might be exactly what he wanted, I restrained myself and continued glaring at the mirror.

"Answer me..."

As I said this while glaring at the mirror, the "me" in the mirror looked back with a disturbingly twisted smile.

I involuntarily stepped back, my breath catching at the jarring sensation, but my reflection didn't retreat—instead, it seemed to come closer.

[While I have a personal interest in the killer who killed "me," I didn't make you obsessed with that Hyun fellow.]

The Light Dragon's words completely shattered my expectations.
Just hearing that, I could somewhat predict what would follow, so I shook my head, but the Light Dragon continued with an even deeper smile.

[Of course, I can't say my influence was completely absent... But with or without me here, you would have become obsessed with Choi Hyun anyway. Why, you ask?]

Isn't it obvious since you've become a "dragon" like "me"?
I've never seen a dragon that doesn't obsess over what's been taken from it.

The Light Dragon said this and burst into maniacal laughter.

Ch.99 - Let's Be Honest With Our Emotions
*Whoosh*—

I flinched at the sound of running water, blinking my eyes. The Berserk Dragon who had been smiling right in front of me moments ago had vanished like a lie.

I blinked slowly and looked around. I was supposed to be next to the washing station, but somehow I'd ended up in front of the mirror by the sink.

Looking down, I saw water running from the sink. The sound was coming from the sensor detecting my hands and automatically turning on the water.

Fortunately, there were no scratch marks anywhere, so I gently pulled my hands away. With a click, the water shut off.

As silence fell with the water stopping, goosebumps rose on my skin, and I ran out of the women's restroom without looking back. The moment I burst out, I collided with someone.

"Eep!?"

"Huh? What the... fuck?"

It was a voice I'd only heard once in my life, but it was so shocking that I could never forget it. My brain commanded me to run to where Hyun was, but my body froze solid in surprise.

I forced myself to move, taking hesitant steps backward before bowing my head deeply. Partly because I didn't have the courage to look at her face, but also because I needed to apologize for bumping into her.

"I-I'm sorry..."

As I apologized with my head bowed, I felt a tingling sensation in my head. I wished it was just my imagination, but the memory of the Berserk Dragon who had spoken to me earlier sent chills down my spine.

For some reason, though, I couldn't hear the dragon's voice now, so I ignored the tingling sensation and kept my head down.

"..."

Why isn't she saying anything? Is she forgiving me?
I stared at the floor, rolling my eyes around before slowly raising my head.

I flinched at the glimpse of red hair and quickly bowed my head again.

"W-well then. I... I have someone waiting for me... I'm sorry again!"

Just as I was about to leave, a cold voice caught me by the ankle.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"Ah..."

I was so startled that I made a strange noise and flinched. When I slowly turned around, my eyes met Ryu Hwa's ice-cold expression.

Now I noticed that the chest of her white shirt was stained brown. Of course, coffee. I had spilled her coffee when I bumped into her.

It was clearly my fault, and a simple apology wouldn't be enough. Despite everything that had just happened giving me a lot to think about, I wasn't so out of it that I couldn't make a proper judgment, so I immediately bowed my head.

I'd been bowing my head already, but now I bowed even deeper. That damn tingling sensation hit my head again, making my body tremble.

"I'm sorry, I came out in such a hurry that I didn't see you and bumped into you..."

"You ruin my clothes like this and think you can just apologize and run away?"

"I'm sorry..."

"You already apologized, so forget that. What are you going to do about my clothes?"

Ryu Hwa let out a mocking laugh and tilted her head sideways as she glared at me. I was too scared to meet her eyes, but felt awkward keeping my head down.

"Um... I don't know how much the dry cleaning will cost... but I can pay for that and the coffee together...?"

"You're going to use Choi Hyun's money, that bastard?"

She snickered contemptuously, and though it made my blood boil, I couldn't argue because she wasn't wrong. Without even graduating school, let alone having a job, and unable to even work part-time, the only source of money I had was relying on the "friendship" charity.

"..."

My mind was complicated and confused, and I felt so angry and frustrated that it felt like a lump had formed in my chest. My face and insides felt hot, like I'd swallowed a handful of heated stones.

Then suddenly I remembered something about receiving support funds after completing monster registration. I wasn't certain, but I felt like I'd heard something similar before.

"I've completed my Kaiju registration. When I get the support funds, I'll pay you with that..."

"And when will those funds come? You want me to wait until then? Why should I trust you? You could just keep quiet about it and that would be the end, right?"

This was ridiculous. At this point, it seemed like her goal wasn't to get an apology but to pick a fight.

I was really angry, but I had done something wrong, and I couldn't exactly hit her, so I held back and answered.

"...I'll definitely pay you."

"So why should I trust you and wait?"

"I'll tell Hyun and promise to give it to you..."

"Ha. We're not children."

Then what did she want me to do? Why did she keep picking fights over strange things?

"Ah... um... I'll..."

"I can't hear you clearly. Can't you speak properly?"

I kept my head down with my lips tightly shut. The nature of my obsession with Hyun, the Berserk Dragon speaking in my head, the dragon's mention of "dragon," and now Ryu Hwa blocking my way and constantly picking at my words.

My mind was already in a vulnerable state, and these relentless blows left me feeling dazed.

*This is so annoying...*

Why did she have to be standing there when I came out?

Why bring coffee to the bathroom? Are you having coffee alone too?

Clearly I was in the wrong, but I still found myself blaming others. And at the same time, I felt wronged.

Why do these things only happen to me? I already apologized. I can pay for the dry cleaning.
And why does she hate me so much when I haven't done anything?

Come to think of it, she's been like this since we first met. Attacking me out of nowhere, getting angry just from eye contact, calling me a Berserk Dragon...

*This is really annoying.*

Now that I thought about it, I couldn't even deny being a dragon anymore, which made me feel even more angry and wronged. My head was already hurting, so why was she so desperate to get at me? What did I do?

Why is she doing this to me? I'm...
I'm having a hard time too...

"Uu...wuu..."

I was so angry but couldn't express it.
So irritated but couldn't show it.

*Don't cry. Don't cry, you idiot. Don't cry...*

I tried to suppress my emotions, but for some reason, it was unusually difficult. As I struggled to hold back tears and tried to apologize once more, the Berserk Dragon's voice flashed through my mind.

[A dragon is not a being that suppresses emotions. You fool.]

So go ahead, express yourself freely.
The moment the dragon said that, all the emotions I had locked away began pouring out.

Ryu Hwa picking fights, the thought that I shouldn't be by Hyun's side because of the dragon, the suffocating situation, the sudden hostility, the pointless confrontations, guilt, fear—all kinds of emotions swirled madly.

"Ugh... uu..."

"What...?"

"Wuuaaaah... hic... kuh... uwaaaaah!"

"What the..."

Finally, the dam of emotions I had been suppressing collapsed.

"Hic, huhuh. Uwaaah... kup, kehuk! Kuhuk! Uuuwaah... Why...! Why only meeeee...! Huhuk, only I'm miserableeee!"

I cried bitterly, truly bitterly.
I sat down on the floor and wailed.

* * *

—...waaaah...

Choi Hyun, who was escorting an elderly person who had come to Seoul to see her grandson who had become a Hero, suddenly stopped in his tracks when he heard crying and checked his watch.
10:13. Yu Sia had gone into the reception room for counseling at 10:00, so it wasn't time for the session to end yet.

Usually, even if counseling ends quickly, it takes at least 20 minutes.
Even considering Yu Sia's special circumstances, it would normally take at least 15 minutes, so why was he hearing Sia crying?

Did the counseling end faster than I expected?
Then why is she suddenly crying?

Reception room. Third floor. Noona Ryu Hwa was on the third floor earlier...
No way.

It took Choi Hyun 0.1 seconds to think this far.
After finishing his thought, Hyun bent down to meet the elderly person's eye level.

"Ma'am, I have an urgent matter to attend to. Would it be alright if someone else guides you instead of me?"

"Oh my... This is enough. Thank you for guiding me."

"Thank you for understanding, ma'am."

Hyun called over a junior who was passing by, explained the situation, and left the elderly person in their care before running up to the third floor.
He didn't just run—he literally "jumped" up.

Of course, he didn't use his abilities; he jumped to the third floor using pure physical ability.
Upon reaching the third floor, Hyun immediately strode toward the direction of the crying sound.

But soon, he increased his pace to a fast walk, and eventually started running.
His urgent sprint was so unusual that even a junior Hero approaching to greet him showed confusion.

"Hic, huhic... uwaaaah!"

"I-I'm... I'm sorry... So please stop crying now. Okay?"

"Kuh. Kuhuh... kup... kehuk!"

"She's going to pass out. Hey, do you want to drink this?"

"Seo-Ah, what if she chokes on the water..."

When Choi Hyun arrived at the source of the sound, he found Yu Sia sitting on the floor crying bitterly, with Ryu Hwa trying desperately to comfort her, and other female Heroes who had been passing by fussing around them.

There were male Heroes around too, but they had approached once only to make Sia cry louder, so they were now keeping their distance and watching.

*What is this...*

What on earth happened in this short time?
Unable to understand what was going on, Hyun paused for a moment to think, then decided he needed to comfort Sia first. He pushed aside the anxious juniors and approached her.

"Yu Sia!"

Sia, whose eyelids were swollen from crying so much in such a short time, burst into tears again upon seeing Hyun.
Realizing this wouldn't do, he strode over and scooped her up with one arm.

Sia buried her face in Hyun's shoulder and began sobbing loudly, and Hyun had to inwardly sigh deeply as he felt his shoulder quickly becoming wet.

As he patted Sia's back like comforting a baby, Hyun looked down at Ryu Hwa with a cold expression that had wiped away all other emotions for the first time.

His icy look was enough to make even Ryu Hwa flinch, as if it was constricting the heart of anyone who saw it.

"Noona. You will have to tell me exactly what happened later."

Only after Ryu Hwa nodded did Hyun turn and leave, patting the back of Sia who was soaking his shoulder with tears.

Ch.100 - Let's Be Honest
I was maybe seven, or six... When I went to the amusement park with Mom and Dad, I wanted to ride the bumper cars.
So I begged and pleaded with Dad until we got in line for the bumper cars.

I don't remember exactly how long we waited, but I recall it was quite a while.
But I wasn't tired at all. I wasn't bored either.

With exciting music playing, colorful cars crashing into each other beyond the fence, and the "thump" sounds accompanied by laughter and excited shouts that pounded my heart, the wait didn't feel long at all.

As time passed and people ahead of us gradually decreased, my excitement grew with each step forward. Soon I'd be able to ride one of those cars too.

I was practically bouncing in place from vague expectations and excitement. Dad smiled and patted my head, while Mom laughed as she took pictures of Dad and me.

I was happy. So happy that even the long wait felt enjoyable because of anticipation.
And at the end of that wait, what greeted me wasn't an employee opening the gate with a smile, but...

"Aww... Sorry, little friend. Our friend here needs to grow a bit taller before riding, okay~?"

It was the experience of being denied entry because of my height.
Looking back now, it was perfectly reasonable.

If you're too small, there's a risk of being thrown out of the safety restraints, so it made sense they wouldn't let me ride for safety reasons.
They couldn't just sneak me in "just this once." Making an exception for me would set a precedent.

Why would the amusement park take on such a risk in the first place? It would be foolish.
Mom... no, Mother and Father knew this and had only gotten in line because they couldn't resist my persistence, so they immediately accepted it and took young me outside.

But my younger self, who didn't understand anything yet, couldn't accept it.
It felt like my effort of waiting in line with such excitement was being completely invalidated.

So I cried. I wailed so loudly the sky could have fallen. Because I felt wronged and sad.
It's an embarrassing memory, but well, I was young then, so I let it go.

Though it wasn't a great memory, I did gain another, better one from it.
The memory of falling asleep in my father's big arms after crying myself tired.

The warmth that made me forget the chilly autumn temperature, the rough scent of skin lotion I always smelled in the bathroom, a hint of cigarette smell, the large hand patting my back, and the gentle swaying with each step.

Each element might seem insignificant on its own, but together they formed my father, making it an unforgettable memory even now.

"Dad..."

Was it a dream?
I slowly opened my eyes at the familiar sensation, then closed them again after seeing a white shirt.

If this was a dream, I hoped it wouldn't end soon.
I wished to escape the nightmare of reality, if only for a moment.

I closed my eyes tightly and buried my face in the shoulder.
...I opened my eyes again when I felt something damp wetting half my face.

Why does this dream feel so real...?

"You awake?"

I flinched at the amused voice coming from above my head.
Opening my eyes wide, I pulled away slightly and met Hyun's gaze as he held me.

"What..."

What's going on? What's happening?
Why am I in Hyun's arms, and why is his shoulder so wet? Don't tell me those are my tears?

I rolled my eyes around and looked at our surroundings.
Is that large building in the distance the Hero Association...? I wasn't sure, but seeing the grass and trees, it seemed like we were in a park somewhere outside the Association.

"W-why are we s-suddenly at a park?"

"They said the blood and urine tests would take longer than expected, so I brought you outside to calm you down while you were crying."

"Ah..."

No wonder I smelled Hyun and trees instead of building scents...
Wait, have I been in Hyun's arms this whole time?

*I need to pull myself together.*

I took a deep breath to collect myself and catch my breath, but it trembled like someone who had been crying for a long time.
I tried hard to recall what had happened, but part of my memory seemed to have evaporated.

What I did remember was being caught by Ryu Hwa, getting picked on, and feeling so wronged and sad that I was on the verge of tears...

...No, there was one more thing.

"Now, go ahead and express yourself fully."

Light Dragon...
The gaps in my memory became puzzle pieces that fit perfectly together.

The completed picture showed that I had been holding back tears until Light Dragon provoked me, causing me to burst into tears so hard that I couldn't remember it. And that Hyun had found me crying, picked me up, and carried me away from there. And that I had continued crying in Hyun's arms for quite some time.

Though I barely remembered anything, humans can make inferences from available information, so I quickly understood the situation and hung my head low.

*How embarrassing!*

"Whoa, hey. Don't lower your head so suddenly, you almost hit my face with your horns."

"S-sorry..."

I apologized in surprise and slowly raised my head.
Hyun was smiling at me.

"Done crying? Thanks to you, my shoulder's all wet, man."

"...Sorry."

As I tried to lower my head to apologize again, Hyun pressed his finger against my forehead to make me look up.
I blinked, and Hyun grinned.

"Why are you apologizing? It's fine, you don't need to say sorry. The clothes will dry, and besides..."

Hyun trailed off and grinned widely.
I slightly pulled away, feeling an inexplicable chill.

"I got some great teasing material now, right? Huh? Hey, crybaby angel. Waa-waa."

Is he talking about me?
He must be talking about me.

"Fu..."

"Hm? What did you say?"

"Fucking asshole, don't call me by that stupid nickname..."

My face heated up, but differently from when I was crying.
I gritted my teeth and spat out the curse, and Hyun chuckled as he set me down on the ground.

I almost lost my balance from being held for so long, but Hyun caught me so I didn't fall.
With the pleasant warmth gone, I felt strangely empty.

But why did he suddenly put me down...?

"Hey, Yu Sia."

"What..."

"Do you know what people are calling you?"

I don't want to know.
Seeing how he's saying it, there must be something. It's obvious without even looking.

"I don't know. Don't care."

"The tender-hearted Golden Angel. Cute Baby Angel. Waa-Waa Angel. Tear Angel. I think Tear Angel is the funniest. After Golden Angel comes Tear Angel—is that evolution or devolution?"

Each word from Hyun's mouth flew like a thorn and lodged itself in my brain.
I was so disgusted that my wings trembled and fluttered, making a flapping sound.

"Hey, do you know how surprised I was when I arrived? A familiar guy sitting on the ground crying his eyes out—you were crying so pitifully that when I first saw you, I thought you were a lost child wailing for his mom."

Looking at Hyun giggling, I no longer cared about the fact that I had cried.
I never thought I'd say this after crying like crazy just moments ago...

"Shut up, you fucking asshole!"

"Puhahah! Hey! Why are you yelling at me, man!"

Hyun said that and started running away.
So that's why this bastard put me down, to escape!

I chased after him, grinding my teeth.
Watching his annoying face as he kept glancing back and snickering while running away made my blood boil.

"Stop right there, you fucker!"

"Why is an angel's language so foul!?"

I couldn't bring myself to scratch him with my nails, and if I swung my wings, everything around would be destroyed.
In the end, the method I chose was to lower my head and charge with my horns.

"Aack! A mad bull is chasing me!!"

"Won't you shut up!? Hey!! Stop right there!!"

Because of Hyun teasing me with laughter, I chased him for a long time, trying to ram him with my horns.
So much that I even forgot I had been crying.

After chasing him for quite a while, Hyun's phone started ringing.
Since I wasn't really that angry anyway, I stopped when he gestured for me to wait, and that ended our wild chase.

"Yes, Noona. Yes."

If it's someone Hyun casually calls "Noona," it must be Ha-Young noona.
I approached Hyun, who was on the phone, and waited quietly for him to finish the call.

[Stab him.]

Along with Light Dragon's voice in my head came an intense urge.

*What are you doing...!!*

I shouted, worried he might hear, but no answer came.
I tried to resist by gritting my teeth, but once ignited, the impulse refused to disappear.

"Ugh... Ungh..."

"Yes, ah. Just a moment, Noona. Hey, what's wrong?"

As Hyun came closer to me, the impulse grew stronger.
I trembled and stepped back to fight the urge, but Hyun only came closer.

"What's wrong? Are you okay? Does something hurt?"

"Nnngh...!"

I can't hold back...!
Finally, I pointed my horns at Hyun who was right in front of me and stabbed him.

"Ow! That hurts, you crazy girl!"

The impulse disappeared like a lie, and I felt as satisfied as when removing a popcorn kernel stuck between teeth.
Although I got smacked on the back of my head, an even greater satisfaction enveloped me.

"Tsk. I thought you were going to pierce my stomach."

I dropped my arms limply as I watched Hyun rubbing his stomach over his shirt, and I flinched at Light Dragon's voice again.
For a moment, I almost nodded at Light Dragon's words.

The fact that I was unconsciously drawn to the words of a mass murderer who killed my parents and 5 million others—not just drawn to them but acted on them and felt satisfied afterward.
That realization hit me so hard that I stared blankly at my hands.

"Hey, let's go. They said the tests are done. ...Yu Sia?"

"...Huh? Oh, yeah..."

...This is no longer something I can hide by myself.

"Let's go."

"What are you thinking about with such a serious expression?"

"...It is something serious. Could I maybe talk to your noona one more time?"

"Who? Oh, Ha-Young noona? Well... I'll ask her. But why suddenly? How serious is it?"

Looking at Hyun asking with a serious expression, I hesitated before answering.

"I'll tell you when we get there. Right now... I need time to organize my thoughts."

"...Alright."

I smiled faintly at Hyun, who thankfully nodded his head.

Ch.101 - Test Results
I wanted to talk with Noona, but Hyun and I didn't immediately head to the Director's office.

That was only natural. We needed to check my health examination results first. Besides, Noona is the Director. She's extremely busy, which means she's not someone you can just meet whenever you want to chat.

So Hyun and I went back down to the underground clinic to hear my health examination results. Besides me, only two or three people I didn't know had health examinations today, so I was called in right away when we arrived.

The clinic, apart from being underground, looked exactly like a university hospital examination room. Three chairs, a desk, a computer with two monitors, a single bed with black leather mattress, and a bookshelf.

It felt strangely familiar despite being my first visit. But I guess hospital designs are all pretty similar. Thinking that way made it easier to accept.

As we entered, the Doctor who had been typing something looked up at me briefly.

"Please, have a seat."

With a tone that was both kind and indifferent, the Doctor sighed deeply and stroked her chin while looking at the monitor. The scratchy sound suggested she hadn't shaved in a while.

"You had a health examination today, right?"

"Ah, yes."

"Your weight is a bit high, but it's all muscle so that's fine... Liver and uric acid levels normal... Blood pressure normal, chest X-ray normal. General blood test results all normal. No issues with your hands or the wings on your lower back."

Should I respond to this?
While I was blinking and wondering, the Doctor finished typing and leaned back in her chair.

"However, the ultrasound shows inflammation in the muscles connecting your wings to your lumbar region?"

The Doctor trailed off and turned one of the monitors to show me the ultrasound image.
...I can't understand any of this!

I glanced sideways and saw Hyun looking at the ultrasound with a serious expression.
Someone else might think he understood what he was looking at, but I knew better.

*You don't know what you're looking at either.*

His eyes were pointed at the ultrasound, but his focus was somewhere much farther away.
Just as I thought.

I looked back at the ultrasound as the Doctor pointed to an area with her index finger and began explaining.

"This part here is your back, and this part extending out is your wing. Do you see this slightly dark area here? This line that extends straight like tree rings."

"Yes."

"That's the inflammation."

I was startled by the mention of inflammation, but I couldn't tell how serious it was.
I could see the area the Doctor was pointing to, but as she said, it just looked like a dark line, so I couldn't tell exactly how far the inflammation extended.

"Is it severe?"

Hyun asked what I was about to ask.
I looked at him briefly before turning back to the Doctor.

The Doctor pointed at the inflammation again and explained.

"Not all of this dark area is inflammation. Just these parts here and here. Fortunately, it's mild enough that medication should help it recover, so you don't need to worry too much."

"That's a relief."

Instead of responding, the Doctor continued typing and said:

"I'll prescribe anti-inflammatory medication for three days. And... Yu Sia, have you recently used your wings intensively or lifted something heavy?"

"Um... ah."

I remembered something, but I wasn't sure if I should mention it, so I closed my mouth and looked at Hyun.

"What?"

"Can I talk about that?"

I thought it would probably be fine to mention since I'd already received an Honorary Hero Name and an award for it, but after seeing Hyun get scolded by Noona for spilling confidential information, I was a bit worried.

"Talk about what?"

"You know, the courthouse."

"Ah. That's fine to talk about. You didn't even need to ask."

"Well, I was worried after seeing you get scolded by Ha-Young noo... unnie."

At my words, Hyun's face stiffened, and the Doctor chuckled.

"Seems like Choi Hyun got an earful from the Director again."

"Hmm... something like that happened."

Is this a normal occurrence here?
Well... there must be something I don't know about.

"During the terrorist attack at the courthouse, I used my wings."

"Ah, the Golden Angel."

Now it was my turn to freeze up.
Sure enough, Hyun burst into laughter and turned his head away.

"...Please don't call me by that nickname."

"I heard your temporary Hero name was Golden Angel. Was it not?"

"Pfft...!"

Unable to contain his laughter, Hyun made a deflating sound, and I kicked his leg.

That's your punishment for failing to hold in your laughter. Accept it.

"Ugh...!"

Ignoring Hyun as he gritted his teeth to suppress his cry of pain, I gently flapped my wings.
Of course, "gently" still created a light breeze in the room due to their size.

"It doesn't hurt much..."

"Even if it doesn't hurt, using them while inflamed could make the inflammation worse, so refrain from using them until they're healed. When lifting heavy objects, use your thighs by squatting and standing rather than your back. It's best to avoid lifting heavy objects altogether if possible."

"Yes."

Better listen to the expert.
I kept nodding as the Doctor rattled off instructions, then Hyun spoke up.

"Doctor, Sia's skin came off like this while bathing..."

"Skin came off?"

The Doctor didn't say it out loud, but her expression clearly said, "Why are you only mentioning this now, you idiot?" as she looked at Hyun.
Hyun pulled out something familiar and placed it on the desk.

"This is what came off. What is it? I was worried it might be something serious..."

What Hyun took out was the skin that had fallen off near my wings when he was washing my back.
It had turned white and translucent over time, almost like a shed skin.

"..."

The Doctor examined what Hyun had brought, looking at it from different angles, then sighed deeply and leaned back in her chair.

"Hmmmm..."

What could be making the Doctor ponder so deeply?
Could I have some serious illness? Did I develop some unknown disease after becoming a kaiju? A disease where all your skin falls off?

But there wasn't a single drop of blood...
...No way, it can't actually be molting.

No matter how much of a kaiju I am, I'm still human, so that can't be it.
I tried to reassure myself, but my conviction wavered every time I saw the Doctor's expression.

If it were just Hyun looking like that, I'd assume he was just thinking about what to have for dinner.
But when a doctor examines a chart with such a serious expression, I couldn't help but worry.

I fidgeted with my feet, looking back and forth between the Doctor and the chart filled with numbers.
Finally, the Doctor scratched her head with the end of her pen and spoke.

"When this tissue fell off, was there any bleeding, inflammation, or anything like that?"

"No."

"Did it hurt when this tissue came off?"

This time she was looking at me, so I shook my head.

I was a bit surprised when Hyun removed it, but it didn't hurt.

It felt like peeling tape off your arm. Yes, exactly like that.
After I explained, the Doctor nodded.

"We'd need a tissue analysis to be certain, but... the conclusion I can draw for now is that this is molting."

While Hyun nodded at the Doctor's words, I found it hard to accept.
Molting, really...

"Molting? Really? I mean, even so... really?"

"In my 27 years as a doctor, I've seen several patients who underwent kaijuification, but this is my first time seeing something like this, so I can't give you a definitive answer. However, given the circumstances, molting is the only explanation I can offer."

"Sia has been a bit sensitive lately. Was that also because of the molting?"

"Considering that animals are most vulnerable during molting, it's highly likely that the sensitivity was due to the molting process. Yes."

...It was shocking enough to learn that the Light Dragon was living in my head, but molting?
I thought nothing could surprise me anymore, but...

"It's not serious, is it...?"

"I'm not specialized in animal medicine so you should get it checked separately, but given that your health examination showed no abnormalities, there doesn't seem to be anything wrong with your body. If you need additional tests, it would be best to send the tissue to the Association's research team."

The Doctor said this and returned the tissue... to Hyun.
He took it naturally.

*Why are you taking it, you crazy bastard.*

I had a lot to say, but I held back for now.
While I was staring at Hyun, the Doctor checked the monitor and spoke again.

"Finally, about your psychological evaluation results."

I swallowed hard at those words.
If my memory was correct, that hadn't ended on a good note.

What if there's bad news...?
I worried, but fortunately, my concerns were unfounded.

"There was nothing particularly noteworthy."

No, beyond unfounded—I was actually surprised to hear there was nothing noteworthy.
Given how it ended, that seemed impossible.

Sure enough, the Doctor continued:

"However... there were signs of obsession with a specific individual, so another consultation would be recommended later."

I glanced at Hyun when she said this.
Despite the mention of obsession, Hyun showed no reaction.

Even though he knows my current state and spends the most time with me.
And he must know who the "specific individual" the Doctor was referring to...

"Yes. I understand."

Hyun didn't say anything more.
That worried me a bit, but it was okay.

*I'm planning to tell him everything today anyway...*

Right. The only difference is whether he hears it knowing beforehand or not.

"That's all for today. Thank you for coming in for the examination."

We bowed politely and followed Hyun outside.
At the same time, Hyun's phone rang.

"...Let's go. Noona said to come up and talk over lunch."

"Okay."

The time to tell the truth was approaching.
I felt a tingling sensation at the tips of my hair.

Before we went up to see Noona, there was one thing I needed to clear up.

"...Hey."

"Yeah?"

"Why do you have that?"

"What? Oh, this?"

I nodded as Hyun pulled out the molted tissue.

"I needed to bring it to check if there was a health problem. Had to ask what it was."

I nodded as I watched Hyun speak so nonchalantly. I understood.
...I understood that telling the truth would have to wait a little longer.

"So... why didn't you ask ME about it, you crazy pervert!!"

"Ugh!? Hey, that kick hur—OW!! That really hurts! Stop!!"

Who shows off someone's molted scales like that, damn it!!
It's like showing off someone's discarded underwear!!

Ch.102 - Untold Stories
Back in the Director's office again.
Whether it was a coincidence or if my sister deliberately sent her away, Yu Chae-Ah, who had been sitting in front of the Director's office, was nowhere to be seen.

This was actually for the best.
Both before we parted and when we met, even though today was the first time I'd seen her, our first impressions of each other were terrible, so meeting again would probably just lead to more bickering.

After glancing at the empty seat, I opened the door to the Director's office.
Well, I didn't actually open it myself—Hyun did it for me.

The Director's office revealed behind the door was still a paperwork hell.
I wonder if Hyun also struggles in this kind of paperwork hell. If that's true, it's a bit... pitiful.

I watched Hyun for a moment as he went in first and started organizing the papers scattered on the floor, then I entered the Director's office.

"Ah... everyone's here. Just wait a moment... let me finish this, and I'll sit down right away..."

In that short time, something must have happened because my sister's face looked much more haggard than before.
She looked so unsteady that it wouldn't be surprising if she collapsed right now.

But there wasn't anything I could do about it, so I quietly sat on the sofa and waited.
With nothing to do, I looked around for a bit until I heard a scraping sound as my sister stood up from her seat.

"Oops..."

She must have lost her footing because she suddenly staggered and almost fell, making me jump to my feet.

"Are you okay?!"

"Haha... I'm fine. I've just been tired from all the work lately and misstepped. Really, there's no problem, so don't worry."

My sister waved her hand dismissively, then took something that looked like medicine from the shelf, shook it into her hand, and swallowed it without any water.
The whole sequence looked so natural, as if she was thoroughly accustomed to it.

"Are you sick...?"

"Hmm? No, these are vitamins. This is a multivitamin, this is for my stomach... this is a sedative... and this is iron..."

As she explained each one with a bitter smile, her face was soaked in fatigue.
...Am I just adding to her stress by being here?

Should I just say I came to have lunch together and leave after eating?
Maybe I should tell Hyun first and then talk to my sister later when her situation improves.

While I was seriously considering this, Hyun spoke to my sister.

"Noona, if you keep going like this, you might suddenly collapse. Don't rely on medicine—take some breaks."

"This kid really doesn't hold back with his sister. And if I don't do this work, if I take a break, who's going to handle all of it? Besides, I told you before—if heroes get comfortable, citizens become endangered."

"That's exactly why you need to rest more. What happens if you collapse? Who will handle the aftermath?"

"Heh... how thoughtful of you. But don't worry. Even if I collapse, there are plenty of people who can take over... I've made sure of that."

With a faint smile, my sister leaned back against the sofa.
After closing her eyes briefly to catch her breath, she stretched widely, sighed deeply, and adjusted her posture.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

"Ah... well..."

Should I really tell her?
While I hesitated, unable to speak, my sister stood up.

"Sia."

"Ah... yes?"

"Are you having trouble speaking because I look tired? Are you worried about being a burden?"

She hit the nail on the head.
There's no point in hiding it now that she's figured it out...

"Yes, that's right. You already have so much work and stress, and I'm worried about adding to your burden..."

Suddenly, a hand rested on my head.
Startled, I looked up to see my sister smiling warmly as she patted my head.

"I understand how you feel, but you don't need to worry about that. I'm sitting in the Director's chair precisely to solve problems like this."

"Noona..."

"It feels a bit strange when you call me 'Noona' looking like that."

She chuckled and joked before sitting back down.

"It's fine, so speak freely. Or, as they say, even Diamond Mountain is best viewed after a meal—should we eat first and talk later?"

I was tempted since I was hungry, but I shook my head.
I needed to discuss something serious, and if I ate first, I probably wouldn't be able to digest properly.

I also thought that if I brought it up before eating, I might lose my appetite completely, but that seemed better than having an upset stomach afterward.

"It's okay. I'll eat after we finish talking."

"Alright, whatever makes you comfortable."

Now I needed to start talking, but I wasn't sure where to begin.

If this were just about some silly things that happened during my health checkup, it would be easy to talk about.
At most, I'd just be admitting to doing something foolish. It would be embarrassing, but not difficult.

But what I was about to bring up was far more important than that.
It might even destroy all our relationships so far.

Apart from trusting Hyun and my sister, I still felt anxious.
...But I need to tell them.

*Because I trust them both.*

Having prepared myself mentally, I carefully began.
I should start with something light.

"Um... I'm not sure where to begin explaining this... but I think I hear voices in my head. No, I do hear them."

After saying that, I glanced at them nervously, and both Hyun and my sister were listening with serious expressions.
So far so good...

"And also... when I looked in the mirror, my reflection moved on its own."

"Hmm..."

"..."

Hyun brought his fist to his mouth and blinked slowly.
It was exactly what he did whenever he had something serious to consider.

My sister sat quietly, listening to my story.
It was a bit uncomfortable how she stared directly at me, but I felt that she was taking my story seriously.

...I think it's okay to tell them.
As soon as I had that thought, the words started flowing.

"...Actually, things were strange from the moment I first opened my eyes in the hospital. I couldn't move my hands at all, but suddenly I could move my body and naturally control my wings too."

Let's say my hands were just heavy. The sudden muscle growth was strange too, but let's put that aside.
But the wings were definitely strange, weren't they?

If a person suddenly grew a tail, would they be able to control it at will?
Not like a knee-jerk reflex that moves on its own, but truly controlling it with 'will.' Is that possible?

No, it shouldn't be.

"It's not like I've had them for years—being able to control them so freely after just a few days or weeks... it's strange, isn't it? Am I imagining things? Can everyone use them so easily?"

"No... most people struggle just to adapt to their new bodies."

"Above all, some people can't even accept that their bodies have changed."

I got confirmation from both of them.

"And... when the monster appeared at the hospital, that was strange too."

"What happened?"

"I told you earlier that it felt like something was talking in my head. It happened then too. No, I think that was when it was strongest."

My head kept throbbing, and every time I saw the monster, I felt a surge of murderous intent.
Even though it was my first time killing something, I felt nothing.

I was covered in blood from head to toe, but I felt nothing.
If anything, I felt like something was being resolved.

"...It was only after I heard the monster say it was in pain that I came to my senses. But by then, it was already too late."

I don't remember, but it was probably similar during the kaijuification experiment.

Those blank spots in my memory probably contain similar incidents.

"Most recently, it happened during the trial. Unlike the kaijuification experiment, I vaguely remember this..."

"—Just before the monster called No. 445 was about to breathe fire, I tried to crush its head with my hand. Maybe because I was thinking I shouldn't kill anything else, or maybe because I instinctively felt repulsed, I don't know, but if I hadn't controlled my strength..."

The monster called No. 445 would have had its head crushed in my hand.
And I would have panicked at the sight of my blood-covered hand and the headless corpse of No. 445.

"And about what happened today... Like I said earlier, I heard a voice in my head. Much clearer than ever before. And whenever I feel that tingling sensation in my head, I instinctively start moving."

"Like at the hospital and courthouse?"

"No, not like that. It's more like... becoming honest with my emotions... that kind of feeling."

As soon as I saw the shed skin Hyun pulled out, I thought, 'What are you doing embarrassing people? Are you crazy?' and punished him.
When Ryu Hwa caught me and started nitpicking, I thought, 'I feel sad, why only me, I want to cry,' and sat down right there...

...Anyway, that's what it was like.
Pushing those thoughts aside, I continued.

"And about the voice... today it was the clearest. Specifically, I could have a conversation with it."

"Do you remember what the voice said?"

Of course I remember.
How could I forget such shocking words?

"Well..."

*Zzzzt—*

"It said the reason I'm obsessed with Hyun is because I'm a dragon. It said dragons don't let go of 'what's theirs'..."

...?

What did I just say?





Ch.103 - Unspoken Hearts
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

They say that when people are truly shocked, they can't even make a sound and just collapse.

I've been genuinely surprised a few times in my life, but never to the point where I couldn't make a sound.

So when I heard stories like that, I thought, "Is it really that bad?"
And when I saw cast members on variety shows falling down in shock when surprise guests appeared, I thought, "They're just exaggerating for the show."

Back then, I believed that was normal.
That no matter how surprised someone was, they couldn't possibly be rendered speechless and collapse.

Until today, that is.

"...Huh?"

As soon as I recalled what I'd just said, the world started spinning. I raised my hands helplessly, flailing about, unable to do anything.
Mine? Did I just say "mine"? Right in front of Choi Hyun when it's just the two of us? With my own mouth?

No, no. Really. No.
From my completely jumbled thoughts, I desperately assembled something coherent to say.

"Ah, that! I mean...! This, um... Since we've been childhood friends from birth until now, I meant 'mine' in the sense that we're one in body and spirit! Like one body, yes! Since we're friends like one body, I said 'mine'...!"

That's not it!! Am I crazy? Has my brain gone bad? Ah, right. This is all because of that dragon in my head. That crazy dragon.
Its name is even Light Dragon! Yes, it's all that thing's fault. I did nothing wrong!

*Zzzzt*

"Hiyaak!?"

As if rebelling against my insults, I felt something like a spasm in the folds of my brain.
I thought there were no pain receptors in the brain so it shouldn't hurt when stabbed, so why am I...!?

As I clutched my throbbing head with both hands and trembled, a large hand covered the back of mine.
I flinched and looked up, meeting Choi Hyun's eyes.

The distance between us was uncomfortably close.
My face instantly heated up, not understanding what was happening.

"Yu Sia."

"Uh... y-yes..."

"It's okay, just calm down."

I'd appreciate it if you could move your face away since I understand.
Unable to voice the words that had risen to the tip of my tongue, I just opened and closed my mouth. Hyun nodded and sat down in the seat across from me.

It's okay.
I hated how quickly I calmed down at those words. Why did I calm down so easily? At this rate, I'm really going to...

I shook my head vigorously to dispel the thoughts threatening to surface again and let out a deep sigh.
My face still felt warm, but at least I wasn't stuttering like an overheated computer anymore.

"I'm sorry... I was so surprised that I couldn't help it..."

"I see, it's okay. Anyone would react that way when flustered. You seemed really shocked—are you alright?"

"...Yes. I'm fine."

After I nodded in response, Noona gave me a faint smile before her expression turned serious again as she met my gaze.
Though her expression hadn't changed much, I could feel the atmosphere shift instantly, making me shrink back unconsciously.

"So... was that what you were explaining earlier? About being honest with your emotions?"

"Yes..."

"And if the feeling is strong, you get headaches like just now?"

I nodded at Noona's words.
Actually, this wasn't the first time I'd experienced a headache.

If what Light Dragon said was true, then what I felt every time Light Dragon guided my thoughts in a certain direction was severe headaches and unidentifiable noise.
Oh, did I not mention this before...? I'm not sure, but it's probably right. I had a vague certainty about it.

"I think so."

"Hmm... I see. This could be quite serious..."

Seeing Noona sigh softly, I fumbled with my words before hanging my head low.
It wasn't just anyone but the Director of the Association who called this a "serious matter."

I'm not stupid enough to not understand what that means.
Of course, I don't know exactly what will happen, but it certainly won't be good.

When my thoughts reached that point, my ears and wings lost strength and drooped down.
How nice it would be if this were just my imagination and excessive worry. But... things don't work out that conveniently.

"So am I..."

"Yes?"

"Am I going to be put in some kind of isolation facility now...?"

Setting aside my situation for a moment and looking just at the facts, I'm a monster who hears voices, sees hallucinations, and can't control my impulses when I feel that tingling sensation.
If I were weak, causing problems would at worst result in dropping and breaking a cup or tearing up some wallpaper.

But that's not me. I'm so strong I can crush steel, my nails are sharp enough to shred not just wallpaper but reinforced concrete.
I breathe fire, my horns are hard enough to pierce walls if I charge seriously. I can even fly through the sky.

Each of these traits alone would be dangerous enough, but I possess all of them combined.

"It's dangerous... These hands, breathing fire... If I make a mistake and hurt someone..."

For a moment, the completely melted face of No. 445 flashed before my eyes.
I bit my lip hard against the rising nausea.

My sharp teeth dug into my lip, drawing the tangy taste of blood.

"Hey, hey hey!"

As I opened my eyes wide in surprise, Hyun grabbed my chin and stuck his finger in my mouth.
Realizing Hyun's finger was in my mouth, I blinked, unable to close my mouth.

"You idiot, don't you know how sharp your teeth are? Your lip is bleeding."

"Ah, I'm sowwy..."

"Hah... I really don't know who you take after to be this stubborn..."

Who's calling whom stubborn?
I frowned and glared at Hyun, but he paid no attention as he withdrew his hand from my mouth and pulled out tissues to wipe his hand.

"Noona. Is it okay if I say something? I have something important to talk about too."

"Hm? Well... that should be fine. Sure, go ahead."

Hyun nodded, let out a deep sigh, and leaned back against the chair, looking up at the ceiling.
I wondered what he was going to say.

I expected him to speak with his usual serious expression since he said it was important, but he showed such a relaxed demeanor that I was a bit taken aback.
But after collecting my emotions a bit, I felt a strange familiarity.

*That's...*

It must have been during middle school.
That expression was the same one I saw when we were being scolded by the teacher after what started as a small argument and playful punches turned serious, resulting in a bloody nose.

"Hey. Yu Sia."

"...What."

"I'll be honest with you. I'm disappointed about this situation."

With those words, my heart seemed to sink.
I didn't know what to say or how to react.

What if he leaves me because he's disappointed?
What did I do wrong?

I just didn't want to worry anyone.
I just didn't want to make things harder for him when he was already struggling because of me...

"Ah... I... I'm sorry..."

Here I go again.
Tears again...

I gritted my teeth and pressed my palms against my eyes.
My eyes felt hot, as if they contained heated stones instead of eyeballs.

*Please... stop. It's my fault, so just... leave me alone for now...!*

I tried to hold back my tears while breathing heavily, but the tears that had already started flowing showed no sign of stopping.
And right at that moment.

[Stop blaming everything on yourself. I didn't do anything this time, okay?]

I held my breath at Light Dragon's words in my head.
Only then could I fully face the emotions I had been hiding behind reassurances that everything was fine.

I was scared when I woke up as a monster. Having you by my side made me feel safe.

When Grandmother almost died, I regretted not being able to save her. I was relieved when you stepped in.

I was in agony after killing that monster, confused. You stood in front of me, comforted me.
Even when I thought I wasn't the real Yu Sia, you said you would accept me anyway, and I was grateful.

And now...
I was terrified of disappointing you, who had become more precious to me than anything else, someone I couldn't bear to lose.

I don't want to be abandoned.
I don't want to be alone again.

So...

"And... huh?"

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry... So please, don't leave me..."

I tried to hold back my tears, but contrary to my wishes, they flowed freely from my eyes. My hands and voice trembled so much that I couldn't even speak properly.

"Huh? No, no! That's not it! Don't cry, okay? I'm the one who's sorry."

"Hic, huuk... I'm... I'm not crying..."

I said that while wiping my eyes with the back of my hand, but tears were already flowing so much that they were running down my arm.
Gasping for breath between sobs, I reached out toward Hyun, but afraid of hurting him with my claws, I couldn't get any closer and covered my eyes with my forearm instead.

"Sia, come here."

"Hic, *cough*!"

With Noona's voice, warm arms embraced me.
I trembled as she patted my back, then coughed.

"Sigh... If I'd known this would happen, I should have just spoken myself."

"No, I didn't expect her to suddenly cry like this!"

"Sia just told us earlier. That she's become honest with her emotions."

"At this point, isn't it more like being overwhelmed by emotions?"

"Either way, it's problematic. Let's continue our conversation after we comfort Sia a bit."

After that, I cried for a long time before drifting off to sleep.

* * *

[Pathetic]

As Yu Sia fell asleep, the dragon opened its eyes.

Ch.104 - The Real Dragon: New Leaf (1)
When Choi Hyun mentioned his disappointment and Yu Sia burst into tears, Seo Ha-Young couldn't help but be greatly flustered.

This was because the image she had formed of Yu Sia over time wasn't of someone who displayed emotions so openly.

Come to think of it, that was true.
The first time Seo Ha-Young met Yu Sia was during the kaijuification experiment at Seongmo Hospital.

Her first impression of Yu Sia then was...

*A pitiful but strong child.*

When people realized they had become monsters, they typically showed one of two reactions.
Either they suffered while denying reality, or they were strangely pleased about it.

The former applied to 99 percent of victims, while the latter was only about 1 percent.
And those in the latter category were usually the type to cause major incidents.

But Yu Sia was different. She didn't belong to either category.

"So you're saying that even if I scratch myself with my nails, I'll be fine?"

She wasn't happy, but she wasn't sad either.
She was just a child who calmly accepted her situation—in a way, her reaction was closer to resignation.

But as the kaijuification experiment progressed, that impression completely changed.

*Come to think of it, she went berserk back then too when she heard Hyun was injured.*

It only occurred to her now, but at the time, that wasn't the important part.
The change in atmosphere that came with the kaijuification. It wasn't simply losing control and going berserk.

A seasoned hunter fighting with meticulous calculation.
No, it could be described as a skill honed to play with prey for as long as possible.

If that had been the end of it, it would have been dangerous but not a major problem as long as she didn't go berserk.
But...

"KWAGAK!"

Claws that easily tore through Behemoth's carapace.
Breath with such tremendous heat that it burned arms holding shields with heat sinks that wouldn't even get hot, let alone cause burns, under normal temperatures.

Wings and horns that she either didn't use because they weren't necessary, or perhaps couldn't use yet.
Anyone could see she was a dragon. And a top-tier one at that.

Among the dragon species that had appeared in South Korea, there was only one that could be called top-tier.

*Light Dragon Sigmus.*

Even as a single entity, in terms of danger alone, it was an XX-class (national extinction) monster that required approval from the President, the Hunter Association President, and a majority of National Assembly members to classify as such.
The moment Seo Ha-Young realized that was the entity that had become Yu Sia's source, she thought:

Though it would be a shame for Choi Hyun, Yu Sia was someone who had to be dealt with.
No matter what, she had to be killed—that's what she thought.

*Considering the nightmare back then... it was a natural measure.*

That's why, even knowing she was like a younger sibling to Hyun and his childhood friend, she said those harsh words—that it would be better for her to die than live.
But Choi Hyun didn't waver. Instead, his eyes shone with even stronger determination.

He said that no matter what happened, he would protect her.
And that no matter what happened, he would stop it, so please trust him just this once.

*If it weren't for Hyun's ability, I would have dismissed it... but given his power...*

In the end, it was Seo Ha-Young who surrendered in the face of Choi Hyun's adamant opposition.
Even now, she thought it was an irrational decision, not one that the Director of the Hunter Association should have made.

Looking at the results, it wasn't bad.
No, it was actually much better than expected.

First, they rescued a child who could have become the worst biological weapon in Harmageddon's hands.
Second, they were able to catch the tail of Harmageddon that had been coiled beneath the surface, and recently, they were able to prevent a potentially devastating terrorist attack with minimal damage because of it.

Third, they discovered that Yu Sia wasn't the only artificial monster created from the "Light Dragon's" lost materials that had fallen into Harmageddon's hands.

Finally... they learned that Yu Sia wasn't just a potential threat, but someone who could use her abilities to help people.

*Is this also just hindsight...*

Looking at the results alone, it was clearly a good thing. But examining the details, each step was an incredibly dangerous tightrope walk.
As the Director of the Association, these were risks she couldn't overlook, but as a human and a Hero, Seo Ha-Young sincerely wanted to help somehow.

Of course, the opportunity to choose had already passed. After all, she had already chosen Yu Sia.
An Honorary Hero Name, a certificate, a plaque, and even prize money. These were excessive rewards for an ordinary person who wasn't even a Hero trainee.

Especially the Honorary Hero Name, which was significant enough that it allowed one to bypass the interview and receive special recruitment if they passed the Hero exam later.
To put it in perspective, only 17 people had received this Honorary Hero Name since its inception.

*The last time someone received an Honorary Hero Name was already three years ago.*

This decision caused a lot of talk. Actually, even now, there was still a lot of criticism about unprecedented special treatment.
And because of that, Seo Ha-Young herself was having a headache.

After heaving a deep internal sigh, she blinked slowly and lowered her head.
Yu Sia, who had been crying so pitifully that she could barely breathe, had fallen asleep from exhaustion.

"She's asleep..."

"She did the same thing earlier—crying and then falling asleep."

When Choi Hyun sighed deeply, Seo Ha-Young tilted her head.

"Earlier? Did she cry again today?"

"Yes. This is already the third time today. She cried once during her health checkup, then again when Ryu Hwa... caught her. This is already the third time."

Seo Ha-Young let out a groan at the familiar name that came from Choi Hyun's mouth.
She couldn't believe that name would come up here... Seo Ha-Young rubbed her forehead, feeling a miserable headache.

"Hah... I'm sorry. Because of what I asked Ryu Hwa to do back then... I warned her several times and even disciplined her, but I didn't think she would do it again. I hope Sia wasn't hurt..."

"She wasn't physically hurt. But she seems to have suffered emotionally. She was crying so bitterly, gasping for breath."

"When I first saw her, she wasn't a child who showed emotions so openly..."

"That kid? Hmm..."

Choi Hyun paused to think for a moment, then scratched his head.

"She has definitely changed from before. Back then, she was at least honest about saying no when she didn't like something."

"She didn't cry like this, right?"

"Of course not. You remember he was a boy, right? He was a sensitive kid, but not someone who would cry so easily."

He wasn't afraid of injections like a child, nor would he cry just because someone picked on him.
Choi Hyun said this while staring at Yu Sia.

Everything had changed from head to toe.
Recently, she even seemed unable to control her emotions.

"At times like this, I feel how different Sia is from before. Clearly the same person, but really... she's changed so much."

As Choi Hyun spoke with a bitter expression, Seo Ha-Young, who was stroking Yu Sia's head, smiled wryly.

"It can't be helped. It's a situation where she had to change. But you haven't changed, have you? Surely your heart hasn't changed just because Sia has?"

"Of course not. My resolve remains the same."

Seeing Hyun's eyes glow softly as he smiled, Seo Ha-Young nodded lightly.
The brief silence that followed was broken by Yu Sia's cute, purring snores.

"Maybe changing all at once after staying the same for 10 years. Or it could be infantile regression—shouldn't we have her examined?"

"Stop talking nonsense. Just think about how you're going to apologize when Sia wakes up."

Seo Ha-Young chuckled and adjusted her hold on Yu Sia to lay her down on the sofa until she woke up.
At that moment, Yu Sia's breathing changed.

It was a subtle change that an ordinary person wouldn't notice, but the people here were a former S-Class Hero who had once been at the pinnacle of the Hero world and a current S-Class Hero who maintained the undisputed number one position, so they were certain Yu Sia had awakened and smiled at each other.

She woke up earlier than expected, but what did it matter?
The important thing was that she was awake.

"Are you awake?"

Seo Ha-Young spoke softly as if soothing a real child, but there was no answer.
Judging by the movement of her wings, she was definitely awake.

"Hey, Yu Sia. I'm sorry. You know... what I said earlier about being disappointed. You might misunderstand, but I didn't really mean I was disappointed. I was just trying to say that you don't trust me enough, but I misspoke. I'm really sorry."

"Hyun is apologizing like that, why don't you at least hear him out?"

Despite both of their words, Yu Sia remained still, then slowly pulled away and met Seo Ha-Young's eyes.
Facing those vertically slit pupils, Seo Ha-Young felt goosebumps all over her body.

"Let go."

Danger.

The moment she heard the words from Yu Sia's mouth, Seo Ha-Young gasped, tossed Yu Sia onto the nearby sofa, and backed away.
Normally, Choi Hyun would have shouted asking what she was doing, but he too sensed something was off, so he silently watched Yu Sia lying on the sofa.

Yu Sia quietly got up from the sofa, stretched her arms high above her head, and yawned.
At a glance, she didn't seem any different from usual, but Seo Ha-Young and Choi Hyun could feel it.

No, because of their instincts ringing alarm bells like mad, they couldn't help but know.

"What a chaotic atmosphere. Why are you all acting like this?"

Are you afraid of me?
That "thing" with the distorted smile wasn't Yu Sia.

Ch.105 - The Real Dragon: New Leaf (2)
Blonde hair, golden eyes, a pair of horns and wings, and even those threatening hands.
Looking solely at appearance, it was indeed Yu Sia sitting on the sofa.

But the relaxed expression and the way she sat cross-legged on the sofa made it impossible to believe this was Yu Sia.
Could it be an act? Seo Ha-Young tried to deny reality with such thoughts, but her accumulated experience told her otherwise.

*That's not Yu Sia sitting there...*

Though the appearance was the same, everything else was different.
Broadly speaking, it was the atmosphere, and in detail, the look in her eyes, expressions, and even small habits were all different.

"Tsk. How boring."

Yu Sia hates inconveniencing others.
Whether it's her nature or because her grandmother habitually said, "Don't be a burden to others," is unclear.

But one thing was certain: Yu Sia tended to think not only about her actions but also their consequences.
That's why she couldn't act carelessly and was conscious of her every move.

In reality, Yu Sia was under tremendous stress because of this.
The stress was so severe that Choi Hyun had to stay by her side, telling her "don't overthink things" and providing mental care.

But the current Yu Sia seemed completely unconcerned about others' gazes or the impact of her actions.
No, it wasn't that she didn't care—she thought it was natural.

She leaned back on the armrest regardless of whether the sofa might tear, and even stretched her wings out comfortably.
She was like a tyrant who didn't care what broke or was damaged as long as she was comfortable.

"At least the claws are decent."

Yu Sia knows how dangerous her claws are, so she's always careful when moving her hands.
But the Yu Sia sitting there showed no hesitation in her movements.

When she casually scratched her head with claws that could tear through steel, it was enough to make one gasp involuntarily.
Choi Hyun, watching this from right beside her, actually let out an "Eh?" sound.

Meanwhile, the one performing such reckless acts was simply examining her claws as if nothing was wrong.
At this point, it would be stranger not to know what was happening.

*Light Dragon...*

The identity of the voice in Yu Sia's head that she'd been talking about, the Monster that became Yu Sia's origin.
Though she'd hoped against hope, Seo Ha-Young hadn't expected it to actually reveal itself. She gritted her teeth and glared at the Light Dragon.

The same was true for Choi Hyun. Suddenly receiving the stares of two S-Class Heroes, the Light Dragon didn't even snicker, just calmly rubbed her claws together, grooming them.
After flexing her hands and staring at them for a while, the Light Dragon sighed deeply and looked at Seo Ha-Young.

"My goodness, these so-called top Heroes of the era are all so timid. And..."

The Light Dragon turned her head leisurely to look at Hyun and sighed deeply.

"How did the brave warrior who stabbed my heart, even stabbing his master's back, become such an ordinary man? I'm disappointed."

The Light Dragon sighed deeply, making her eyes into a frown as if truly disappointed.
Choi Hyun's eyes widened at the mention of "master" from the Light Dragon's mouth, and he jumped to his feet.

He stood up so roughly that the sofa was pushed back, causing an ominous crackling sound from the rug on the floor.

"How do you know that...!? Are you really the Light Dragon...?"

"You see it with your own eyes, make your judgment, and still try to deny reality? You've become a boring man in the time I haven't seen you."

I wonder what's so good about you that she feels possessive over someone like you... Tsk.
It was closer to a mutter, but since the room was so quiet, both of them couldn't help but hear the Light Dragon's whisper.

But the opponent was the Light Dragon.
The main culprit behind the Giman Catastrophe, so both of them, especially Choi Hyun, let the words slide and steeled their resolve.

"My goodness... How long do you plan to keep this up? Do you two have time to waste?"

Seo Ha-Young was the first to respond to the Light Dragon's provocation.

"What are you plotting?"

"You humans always ask such questions when faced with situations you don't understand. When in reality, it's nothing. You fail to see the essence."

The Light Dragon smirked as if finding it pathetic, and Seo Ha-Young bit her lip.
How dare she speak like that?

With anger boiling inside her, Seo Ha-Young felt like her insides were turning.
Actually, her stress-induced gastritis was flaring up again, causing acid reflux.

Swallowing back the acidic stomach fluid with her saliva several times, Seo Ha-Young took a deep breath and glared at the Light Dragon.
Seeing her like this, Choi Hyun sighed deeply.

"...This will get us nowhere."

With those words, Choi Hyun put the pushed-back sofa back in place and sat down.
Surprised by the sudden action, Seo Ha-Young looked at Choi Hyun.

"Hyun, are you in your right mind...?"

"Just sit down, Noona. Standing here in a standoff is just wasting time, as someone said."

"As expected of the man who killed me, quick to make decisions."

At the Light Dragon's praise, full of amusement, Choi Hyun gritted his teeth so hard it made a sound.
But thinking that his childhood friend was asleep inside there, he couldn't bring himself to get angry.

—I'll protect you no matter what.

It would be almost a betrayal of his own resolve.
Watching Choi Hyun close his eyes tightly to compose himself, Seo Ha-Young also sat back down and collected her emotions.

When the two opened their eyes again, the Light Dragon was smiling faintly, looking back and forth between them.
Unlike the fidgety Yu Sia, she was overflowing with composure, causing Choi Hyun and Seo Ha-Young to tense their bodies, ready to move at any moment.

"No need to be so tense. There's a limit to how much I can move this body anyway."

"Is that because Yu Sia's consciousness is still there?"

At Seo Ha-Young's question, the Light Dragon raised one eyebrow. Her eyes gleamed with a strange light as she looked at her.
With eyes full of interest and pleasure, the Light Dragon showed her sharp teeth in a grin.

"Oh? The brain who served as the tactical advisor during the subjugation operation hasn't lost her edge, I see? I'll give you credit for that."

Clap, clap, clap.
The Light Dragon's slow applause with her large hands seemed like mockery at first glance.

Naturally, Seo Ha-Young took it as mockery.
However, the Light Dragon was genuinely applauding in admiration.

"Yes. As you said, this body is mostly made up of me. The horns and wings, claws and teeth, the recently developed ignition organ, and..."

The Light Dragon trailed off, placed her claw against her arm, and slashed it.

"The dragon scales as well."

With a scraping sound and sparks flying from her arm, Choi Hyun jumped up from his seat and grabbed the Light Dragon's wrist firmly.

"Yu Sia!!"

"Don't worry. Unlike that fool, not even a scratch appeared."

"Ah."

Hearing the Light Dragon's mocking voice, Choi Hyun came to his senses and sat back down.
The Light Dragon, whose wrist had been grabbed, smirked as she realized that despite being snatched like that, she felt nothing.

"My, how devoted."

Is this why that inadequate guy likes her?
I don't understand the Hatchling's imprinting phenomenon.

"..."

"Tsk, what a boring reaction. Anyway, to continue what I was saying earlier, this body is made of me, but I'm not the one moving it. The one controlling this body is here."

The Light Dragon tapped her temple with her claw.

Even knowing it was the Light Dragon before him, Choi Hyun flinched every time the claw touched her temple.

"The one sleeping here moves it. Yu Sia, was it? That foolish one."

Shaking her head, the Light Dragon slightly opened her eyes and looked at Choi Hyun.
Meeting the Light Dragon's gaze, Choi Hyun's instincts sounded an alarm, and he widened his eyes, reaching out to grab the Light Dragon's hand.

At the very moment Choi Hyun moved according to his instincts, the Light Dragon reached for his heart.
And Seo Ha-Young, watching so intently her eyes might pop out, saw the Light Dragon's forearm twitch and immediately drew a gun from inside her clothes, firing at the Light Dragon's temple.

Three exchanges in a split second.
But nothing happened.

The Light Dragon's claw stopped just in front of Choi Hyun's solar plexus, Choi Hyun was holding the Light Dragon's wrist, and the bullet Seo Ha-Young fired was lodged in the Light Dragon's wing.
In the Director's office where a storm had just passed, the first to speak was the Light Dragon.

"Shooting without hesitation at your close brother's childhood friend. Did you have something to rely on?"

"I just did what needed to be done."

"A bullet made from carved neutralization stone... Khuhuhu... If a weak Hatchling's body had been hit, it would have been quite dangerous."

"...Can I consider this a hostile act?"

As Seo Ha-Young pulled back the hammer with a click, the Light Dragon smiled a distorted smile.

"You're not swayed by personal emotions."

"It's an action for the greater good."

"Noona!!"

"Stay still, Choi Hyun!!"

Seo Ha-Young rebuked Choi Hyun, who had turned pale.
Choi Hyun also knew there was no choice in this situation, so he gritted his teeth and lowered his head.

"Indeed, a fitting answer from the 'Cold-Blooded Witch' who made her brother kill the master he followed like a father. I take back my words about you being boring."

"Answer me, Light Dragon. Can I consider what just happened as a hostile act?"

"Have you already decided the answer in your heart and are just asking? Huhu, how kind."

Kuk-kuk, the Light Dragon laughed softly and tilted her head toward the gun barrel.
Close enough that pulling the trigger would send a bullet through her temple.

"But rest assured, witch. I have no intention of killing you here. As proof... Look."

As she flicked her hand and scratched Hyun's chest with her claw, Seo Ha-Young pressed the gun barrel directly against her temple.
The hot gun barrel touched with a tap, but the Light Dragon still just smiled.

"That's because Hyun blocked it...!"

"Noona."

It was Choi Hyun who stopped Seo Ha-Young's words.
Choi Hyun's expression was not good, as if he was genuinely surprised, even sweating cold.

It was understandable.
For a moment, Choi Hyun had let go of the Light Dragon's hand.

"Why did you stop? If you had extended your arm a little more, you could have killed me."

"Didn't I tell you earlier? It's because of the one sleeping here."

"Sia...?"

"This fool's subconscious is going crazy telling me not to kill you, so I couldn't kill you."

Anyway, the stubbornness of Hatchlings is something to behold.
Clicking her tongue, the Light Dragon sighed and continued.

"Well, she's screaming not to kill other humans too, not just you."

Giggling, the Light Dragon withdrew her hand and sat back on the sofa, leaning against the backrest.

"Now, since I've shown that I'm not a major threat, shall we get to the main point?"

"..."

"...What do you want to talk about?"

"Well, it's nothing special. It's about what happened six years ago. What was it called? Ah, yes."

The Giman Catastrophe?
I have something to tell you about that.

Ch.106 - The Mouth Of Truth
Dragons are proud.
Dragons are possessive.
Dragons are brutally strong.
And so on...

There are countless adjectives to describe dragons.
But there's one word that encompasses them all.

'Strong'

Their desires, their power, their emotions, their vitality, their ego, their pride.
It wouldn't be wrong to say that anything that can be described as strong points to dragons.

"...You have something to say about the Giman Catastrophe?"

"Yes."

Standing before two people who had lost everything in that catastrophe, Light Dragon nodded calmly at Ha-Young's question, which she asked through gritted teeth.
It was like a serial killer telling the victims' families he had something to say about the murders.

Seo Ha-Young squeezed her eyes shut, trying to maintain her composure, but it took considerable time for her to relax her finger on the trigger.
The same was true for Choi Hyun.

Both Choi Hyun and Seo Ha-Young focused on controlling their emotions.
Watching them alternately, Light Dragon let out a shallow sigh.

"Humans are such troublesome creatures."

At the dragon's unexpected provocation, Ha-Young became strangely calm.
Her anger had passed a threshold, making her oddly composed.

"I suppose I should hear what you have to say."

"Finally ready to listen?"

"Yes. Staying angry will only exhaust me."

"For someone saying that, you look desperate to kill me."

Seo Ha-Young maintained her expressionless face despite the dragon's provocation.
Choi Hyun, who had been quietly watching, rubbed the goosebumps on his forearm.

She looked like a mannequin with a human head attached—if not for her chest rising and falling, she could have been mistaken for one.
Her expressionlessness was so unnatural it brought to mind the uncanny valley.

"There's no point in dragging this out, so I'll get straight to the point."

Of course, for Light Dragon, the expressions of humans—mere ants to him—were irrelevant, so he continued speaking nonchalantly.

"I did not orchestrate that catastrophe."

Seo Ha-Young checked the bullet in the chamber with a click, deliberately diverting her attention to suppress her boiling emotions.

"And why are you saying that?"

"Because I was in hibernation at that time."

"So you're saying the catastrophe was just a bad dream?"

"You seem to have a ridiculous misunderstanding. Let me explain about dragon hibernation first."

Light Dragon shook his head and continued.

"A dragon's body is extremely inefficient."

Using this chronic problem of dragons as his starting point, Light Dragon explained everything with a smirk. Very "kindly," indeed.

The older the ancient dragon, the greater its energy consumption.
With each molting, the body grows larger, becoming less efficient.

Do you know how much energy it takes for a thousand-year-old dragon to maintain its enormous body?
Just turning over once requires more energy than you humans use in a lifetime.

Even the beating of the heart requires tremendous energy.
It's quite a troublesome body.

"That's why dragons, except for hatchlings, especially ancient dragons like me, are always sleeping unless absolutely necessary. That's hibernation."

After listening quietly to Light Dragon's explanation, Seo Ha-Young closed her eyes tightly.
No matter how she heard it, it sounded like an excuse to avoid responsibility.

"If you were simply sleeping, wouldn't external stimuli naturally wake you up?"

"Didn't I just say? Even the beating of the heart requires tremendous energy."

At this exasperated answer, Seo Ha-Young's eye twitched with anger, but she ignored her throbbing headache and continued her line of thought.
The answer was already clear, and she immediately provided it.

"You were in a vegetative state, is that what you mean?"

"Yes."

As Light Dragon nodded, Choi Hyun, who had been listening silently, spoke up.

"But wouldn't you wake up if your life was threatened?"

"Do you feel threatened when an insect clicks its mandibles?"

At Light Dragon's condescending response, Choi Hyun felt a surge of anger but held it back.
As long as Yu Sia was inside that body, he couldn't lash out no matter how angry he became.

Choi Hyun pressed his temples to ease his headache and asked.

"So you're saying you don't wake up even when your life is threatened? You'd sleep through someone stabbing you to death? Does that make any sense?"

"There have actually been a few idiots who died that way."

At Light Dragon's matter-of-fact answer, Choi Hyun felt his headache worsen and let out a hollow laugh.
He was freshly reminded that this being was beyond human standards.

Of course, this wasn't about strength, but about insensitivity.
Not waking up even when dying—what kind of...

Feeling like he was sinking deeper into a quagmire the more he thought about it, Choi Hyun sighed and stopped thinking.

But there was still something suspicious.

"Fine. Let's say you don't wake up even if you're dying. Then what was fighting with its eyes open back then, and how do you remember all of it? Does that make any sense? Remembering everything while sleeping? Ha."

"I merely read the memories left in my body."

"That doesn't make any—!"

"Is a memory-reading ability any more believable?"

With similar abilities openly existing in the world, what's the problem?
At Light Dragon's brazen response, Choi Hyun sighed.

"So you're saying what happened during the catastrophe wasn't your will?"

"You hit the nail on the head. Yes, you're right."

At Seo Ha-Young's summary, Light Dragon smiled contentedly as if she deserved praise.
Should I compliment her? Seo Ha-Young silently lowered her gaze at the dragon's expression.

"I don't need to hear any more."

"Oh?"

"You've been deliberately omitting important parts all along. 'Because I'm a dragon, I can do it. Because I'm a dragon, it's possible.' You're trying to confuse us with nonsense like 'don't judge by human standards' before stabbing us in the back."

It was the same during the catastrophe.
Pretending to be chained, captured, powerless—then going berserk as soon as you reached the center of Seoul.

Do you know how many people died then? Do you know the extent of the damage you caused?
Do you know how many people sacrificed themselves trying to kill you?

After spitting out everything she had been holding back, Seo Ha-Young raised her gun and pressed it against Light Dragon's temple.

"Noona...!"

Choi Hyun called out in alarm, but Seo Ha-Young was no longer wavering.

"You're planning to deceive people and infiltrate again, just like before, aren't you?"

"Hmm. You won't believe the truth even when I tell it?"

"Sure, you probably didn't lie. You just didn't tell the whole truth, right?"

That's what we call deception.

BANG——!!

*
*
*

The bullet aimed at Light Dragon didn't reach him.

"..."

The gun barrel was pointing at the ceiling, not at Light Dragon.
Even Light Dragon looked surprised, as if he hadn't expected this.

Of course, it wasn't Seo Ha-Young's intention.

"——What are you doing?"

Seo Ha-Young asked, looking at Choi Hyun who was holding her wrist.
Choi Hyun's face was contorted with anguish.

"I asked what you're doing, Choi Hyun."

"...I can't let you kill Sia."

"Get a grip. That's Light Dragon. The monster that massacred 5 million people in Seoul."

"It's Sia. She's just asleep for now."

As he continued speaking, Choi Hyun's expression became increasingly blank.
Watching him, Seo Ha-Young clenched her teeth and tensed her arm.

But no matter how much strength she used, she couldn't break free from Choi Hyun's grip.

"Are you in your right mind?"

"I am."

"If you are, let go. You need to separate personal feelings from duty."

"I can't."

"You'd risk thousands—no, tens of millions of lives to save one person? Get a grip, Choi Hyun. You're a Hero."

"Before being a Hero, I'm a human."

"Don't be stubborn!!"

"I know I'm being stubborn."

Knowing that words wouldn't work in this situation, Seo Ha-Young threatened him in a suppressed voice.

"...Are you willing to make all of South Korea your enemy?"

At Seo Ha-Young's words, Choi Hyun squeezed his eyes shut, sighed, and slowly opened them again.
When he reopened his eyes, his face showed nothing but firm resolve.

"If I have to, I'll make the whole world my enemy to protect her."

Because I promised to protect her. Because I swore never to lose her again.
At those words, Seo Ha-Young dropped the gun she was holding, and Light Dragon, who had been listening quietly, burst into laughter and clapped his hands.

"Ahahahah! Masterpiece! A masterpiece!! Did I call you ordinary? I take it back! Ah, yes! This is what makes a hero!"

Clap, clap, clap!
Light Dragon roared with laughter until tears streamed down his face.

The two were speechless at the sight, and the dragon laughed until the end.
Perhaps from laughing too long, Light Dragon wrapped his arms around his aching stomach and caught his breath.

"Haa... Haa... Whew... Well, since I've seen something interesting, I'll be honest..."

I know the identity of the one who controlled me while I was in a vegetative state.
And my goal is to kill that vermin.

"For that, I'll cooperate fully on your side."

I swear on my dragon's honor.

Ch.107 - When I Woke Up After Sleeping....
*Vroom―...*

"Nngh..."

What the... Why is the car noise so loud...
And why is it so cramped in here...

I frowned and shifted my body, feeling myself lean to one side before opening my eyes.
When I opened them, my vision was filled with a strangely familiar car seat.

*This place...*

As I blinked in confusion, a sudden headache made me squeeze my eyes shut.

"Urgh..."

They say sleeping too long gives you a headache.
Something about blood vessels or whatever—I don't know the details, but one thing was certain...

"Nngh..."

Right now, my head hurt just enough to not kill me.
It was like that weird dizzy headache you get after a flu shot...

Like when you have a slight fever and shake your head vigorously...
Like my heart had stolen the place where my brain should be, pounding "I'm right here" with each beat.

Well, headaches happen in life.
Sure, no one can go through life without ever feeling pain.

But why does my head hurt so much...?
Did I get hit by Hyun? No, that doesn't seem right...

"Nngh..."

After groaning for a while, I heard Hyun's voice.

"You awake?"

"Hyun...?"

So this is... inside Hyun's car?
Why am I here? I definitely went to see Noona because I had something to talk about... and while we were talking...

—*I'm sorry... I'm sorry... so please, don't abandon me...*

Hyun's face with wide, surprised eyes, and Ha-Young Noona similarly shocked, covering her mouth with one hand.
And in that fleeting moment, countless emotions rushed through...

—*Sniff, hic... I'm... I'm not crying...*

Oh.

"AAAAHHHH!!"

"WAAAH!? What!? What is it!!?"

Am I fucking insane? Seriously? Really? Did I actually say that? In front of him? Not just when we were alone, but with Noona there too!!?

I'm crazy. Absolutely crazy. This is all the Light Dragon's fault. Be honest with your emotions? Is that seriously what he meant!?

Even if I really did see Hyun as more than a friend! Which! Is! Absolutely! Not! The! Case! But even if—with every hypothetical scenario in the world—even if such a thing were to happen!!

*There are emotions that should be hidden...! No, that shouldn't be accepted at all!*

Die! Die, you idiot, die!!
When your same-sex friend of 18 years suddenly seems like more than a friend, you don't blurt that out to their face! And not just saying it, but crying and showing that "it might really be true"!!?

Are you insane!!! AAAAHHHH!!
Unable to process this information in my right mind, I grabbed my head with both hands and trembled.

"Hey! Yu Sia! Are you okay!? Is that thing talking in your head again!? Huh!? Answer me, Yu Sia!!"

"Let go! Please!! No, just open the car door and throw me out, please!!"

"I need to know what's wrong first!"

You don't need to know, please...!!
Don't get in my face!!

* * *

"Sigh... So you freaked out because you remembered crying in front of me in the Director's office? That's why?"

"...Yeah."

After getting scolded, I nodded honestly at Hyun's question.
Hyun sighed deeply at my answer and scratched his head.

"But you already cried in my arms for a while, so why are you so embarrassed about it now?"

"T-that! That was because of the Light Dragon..."

"Then you could say the same about what happened in the Director's office."

Right, if I hadn't already explained the details about the Light Dragon, I could have just blamed everything on him and moved on.
But I had already finished explaining everything to Noona and Hyun.

—*It was like... becoming honest with my emotions, I guess.*

After explaining it like that, how could I just say it was because of the Light Dragon?

*"Actually, I like you so much that I was afraid of being abandoned. That's why I cried."*

How the hell am I supposed to admit I openly showed such feelings...!
As I tried to cool my burning face, Hyun let out a deep sigh.

"Even if you're embarrassed, you can't just suddenly scream like that. What if we'd gotten into an accident?"

I blinked at his words and nodded.

"Sorry..."

"You might be fine, but other people could get hurt."

...He was right, but I felt a little upset.
Isn't this when you're supposed to say you were worried about me getting hurt, so don't do it again?

Feeling deflated, I pouted, and Hyun grabbed my lips.
It didn't hurt, but it felt strange.

"Mmph!?"

"I'm kidding. So don't make that sullen face."

Chuckling, Hyun let go of my lips and started the car again.
Having released my emotions earlier, I didn't feel like I was going to die of embarrassment anymore.

Instead, the space left by those emotions filled with questions.
My memory cuts off when I was talking with Noona... crying and saying not to abandon me.

What happened in between that we're heading home without even having lunch?
More importantly...

*Three o'clock...*

When I went to meet Ha-Young Noona, it was just past noon. Even if I include the time we spent talking, say until 1 PM, that's still two more hours unaccounted for.

It doesn't make sense that I was asleep for two hours, because if I had been, Hyun would have said, "Let's eat first," and ordered food.
And when the food arrived, he would have woken me up. Hyun isn't the type to eat without me just because I'm sleeping.

*So something must have happened during those two hours I can't remember...*

What could have happened that made us leave the Association so urgently without eating?
Was Noona too busy and we left to be considerate? But Noona herself came up and suggested we talk over lunch. That means she had enough time to at least eat...

No matter how much I thought about it, my brain—which finds detective comics too boring to read—couldn't come up with an answer.
There was only one reasonable guess.

*Either something urgent came up that made us leave without eating, or the atmosphere wasn't suitable for eating together while laughing and chatting.*

No matter how hard I racked my brain, I couldn't deduce anything beyond that.
If I could, I'd have quit school and become a detective.

Sighing deeply, I tried to rest my forehead against the passenger seat, but my horns got caught on the car roof, so I lay back down in the rear seat.

"Hey, Hyun."

"What?"

"We didn't eat, you know."

"Ah, right. We haven't eaten yet. Why, are you hungry? Want to stop somewhere nearby and get something?"

His response confirmed my suspicion.
I took a deep breath and sighed, and Hyun looked at me through the rearview mirror.

Was not asking "why" an act of consideration, or was he being cautious?
...Either way, I felt grateful but also slightly left out.

"What happened?"

Would he dodge the question again?
No, if it was something I needed to know, he'd tell me.

As I kept quiet and waited, Hyun let out a deep sigh.

"Do you know that the Light Dragon woke up after you fell asleep?"

"...Huh?"

I was speechless at this revelation, which was much bigger than anything I'd been thinking.
The Light Dragon woke up? That monster that killed 5 million people?

"Are you okay!? Are you hurt!? What about Noona!? I mean, is anyone hurt!? I... I didn't kill anyone, right!?"

"Calm down. Nothing happened. We just came out and had a little chat."

"How is that..."

I wanted to say it was nonsense, but I couldn't.
He's not the type to lie about something like this.

Besides, if something serious had really happened, we wouldn't be peacefully riding in a car like this.
Heroes would be chasing us, or police, or even the military—something would be after us.

"So... what happened? The Light Dragon, you say?"

As I tried to calm my racing heart—

[I'll explain that.]

"Huh?"

I flinched at the voice in my head and rolled my eyes until they met my reflection in the rearview mirror.
My reflection in the mirror... no, the Light Dragon smiled with his eyes and continued.

[I've decided to join hands with the heroes.]

Join hands with the heroes?
The Light Dragon, of all monsters?

"Stop lying! How could that make any sense!"

"I haven't said anything yet."

"No... I wasn't talking to you."

Leaving Hyun blinking in confusion, I glared at the rearview mirror.
But no matter how much I glared, the Light Dragon just shrugged nonchalantly.

[You don't believe me even when I tell you the truth. If you're so doubtful, why not ask your mate?]

"W-who! Who's a mate!!"

"Hey hey! Don't sit up!! Horns! Your horns!! You'll puncture the roof!! Hey!!"

"Ah, sorry..."

I sat back down and gently rubbed the car ceiling with the back of my hand.
I wasn't sure if it was my imagination, but there seemed to be a slightly dented area.

Lowering my hand discreetly, I glared at the rearview mirror.

*Who's a mate!! Hyun and I were both guys originally!?*

[What does that matter? Dragons are naturally genderless.]

*It's not that simple...!!*

I gritted my teeth and argued, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't win against the Light Dragon's invincible logic that "dragons are just like that," so I hung my head.

"...Hyun, is it true that you joined hands with the Light Dragon?"

"Well... that's a very simplified version, but looking at the conclusion, yes."

[See? I told you I was telling the truth.]

How can this be real...
My head was too complicated.

What on earth happened...

I covered my face with both hands and let out a deep sigh, overwhelmed by embarrassment, anger, and confusion.

Ch.108 - First Time Experience
[The recent news showed a man being dragged away by police officers, wearing what they commonly call "silver bracelets"—handcuffs.
So that man was the terrorist who attacked the court...

*Then that bomb that went off outside back then was because of that man.*

I slowly blinked and carefully examined the face of the man getting out of the police car, but I couldn't recognize him at all.
It's not because I have memory problems—I just couldn't recognize him because it was a face I'd never seen before.

...Right, that can't be it.
Back then, No. 445 clearly told me:

"I just detonated the bomb that Chameleon Unnie prepared."

I don't know who Chameleon Unnie is, but at least it's not a man.
It might be foolish to believe what an enemy says, but I was certain that man wasn't the real culprit.

He must have been used too. Or maybe he's one of those artificial monster things Hyun told me about.
Either way, I don't like it.

"We're going to make sure you have no choice but to become like us."

I clicked my tongue at the unpleasant memory that suddenly surfaced.
No choice but to become like them? These people are truly fucking vicious...

"Haah..."

I was lying on the sofa watching the news when I sighed deeply and turned to lie straight.
One of my wings was uncomfortably pressed, but the sofa was wide enough that it wasn't unbearable.

"...Still the same."

A week ago, as Ha-Young Noona told me, my protective observation was canceled.
But I'm still at Hyun's house, doing nothing and not going outside.

Hyun was a bit worried, but I told him it was fine since I wasn't particularly uncomfortable and didn't feel like going out.
Part of it is fear of Harmageddon, but recently, the desire to go outside has completely disappeared.

Until quite recently, I wanted to go outside, but I still don't understand why my feelings suddenly changed.
If there's any reason... I think it might be because I have too much to think about.

I slowly blinked while looking up at the ceiling.

"An alliance... huh."

I thought I'd already been through a lot.
Too many things for an ordinary person to experience—perhaps a lifetime's worth of worldly troubles all at once.

I woke up to find my gender had changed and I'd become a monster.
Not only that, but this monster was one of the worst monsters who had killed family, friends, and 5 million people.

I thought this was already absurd enough, but then an evil organization called Harmageddon started targeting me.
They even came to try to recruit me once.

When I refused, they brought out a monster to try to make me a murderer.
Thanks to that, I had to stand trial, and now they've even gone so far as to bomb the courthouse, showing they're not just ordinary lunatics.

Even this was enough to make my head spin, but what I heard a week ago was even more outrageous.

"Haah..."

I sighed deeply, recalling what Hyun had told me in the car on the way back from the health checkup that day.

"I've agreed to cooperate with the Light Dragon."

When I first heard those words, I thought for a moment that Hyun had eaten something bad and gone crazy.
So I twirled my finger around my temple.

But Hyun explained the reasons with a bitter smile.
And those reasons were all outrageous.

The Light Dragon sleeping inside me was actually just being controlled, and the one controlling it was the leader of Harmageddon.
The Light Dragon was quite displeased with this fact and promised unconditional cooperation to kill the leader of Harmageddon... or so he said.

*An alliance with the Light Dragon.*

Looking at it objectively, it's a good thing. An enemy becoming an ally... if that's the right way to put it.
Well, that kind of cliché exists.

"Don't talk nonsense..."

...Why on earth would anyone believe such a thing?
Why would anyone believe the words of a monster that killed 5 million people?

The Giman Catastrophe?
What's "giman"? Doesn't it mean deception? And you believe this?

I want to believe what Hyun says, but it's not as easy as I'd like.

"Hah..."

"I made him swear an oath. I think we can trust him at least once."
"What's with that oath? Isn't that exactly how he caused something like the Giman Catastrophe?"
"Maybe so."

When Hyun said that, he clearly had an expression like he was hiding something.
I wanted to ask what he was hiding, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.

Because...

[It seems you don't understand how significant it is for a dragon to make an oath on its reverse scale.]

...This guy was listening to everything.
I frowned deeply at the low laughter echoing in my head.

*Were you eavesdropping again?*

[Hmm, do you consider hearing someone talking loudly next to you as eavesdropping?]

*If you're paying attention to that conversation, it's the same as eavesdropping.*

[In a space with only two people, one can't help but hear.]

*I already have enough on my plate. Won't you leave?*

[Unfortunately, that seems difficult.]

I made a sullen face at the Light Dragon's voice that wouldn't back down from any argument, then lay on my side.
...I don't like this.

[I agree.]

"I told you not to read my thoughts!"

I shouted as I jumped up, and only then did the Light Dragon's voice disappear.
I got annoyed imagining the Light Dragon shrugging in my head with a "can't be helped" expression.

...Getting angry only tires me out anyway.
Right, it's not like we've only been bickering for a day or two. I should just endure it...

"Hah..."

I sighed deeply and slumped my body.
Lately, it's been difficult to control my emotions.

...Actually, it's been that way for quite some time, but it seems to have peaked recently.
I get irritated all the time and frown at the slightest things...

"Am I... having my period...?"

I gently rubbed my stomach, but it didn't particularly hurt.
No, even before that, I hadn't even bled.

The day before yesterday, I was so anxious that I sat on the toilet for three hours straight, but nothing happened.
Even when I woke up after sleeping, there was no blood, not even sweat.

*What's really going on with me...*

Is this because of the Light Dragon too?
...Does being honest with my emotions mean becoming hysterical?

Thinking about it that way, this is also because of the Light Dragon.
I sighed deeply and rubbed my itchy arm with the back of my hand.

I felt something catching on the scales on the back of my hand with a tick, tick sound, so I rubbed harder, and with a stinging sensation, the skin peeled off.
No... it didn't peel, it sloughed off.

[Hmm? What's this? You're molting.]

"What?"

[Molting, I said. Don't tell me you didn't know?]

Molting...
What suddenly came to mind was my skin that Hyun had peeled off while washing me a week ago.

"I saw Hyun removing something from my back last time... Don't tell me that was really molting?"

[Hmm. One week... It's a bit early, but if I'm right, you'll start shedding your skin tomorrow.]

"No, seriously, molting?!"

[What an incredibly stupid question. If what a dragon does isn't molting, then what is it?]

I knew that my skin was peeling off.
I just didn't want to accept that it was molting.

Skin peeling can happen when you get a bad sunburn in summer, but if it becomes molting, it feels like I've truly ceased being human.

[You're being childish. You're already not human.]

*Shut up. This is the one thing I can't give up...*

Hyun told me. He said I am human, that I am his childhood friend Yu Sia.

So no matter what else, I absolutely cannot give this up.

[What a stubborn fool.]

*I don't mind being stubborn if it means I can remain human.*

I smirked and got up to stand in front of the mirror.
The claim about molting wasn't a lie—my face, which had been fine until Hyun left this morning, was now cracked all over like a dried-up rice paddy.

"...Isn't this too fast, even so?"

Is he lying to me again?

[Indeed, perhaps because your dragon blood is thin, the molting is happening much faster than expected. If we're not careful, it might start today.]

"What do you mean start—"

As soon as I heard those words, my body began to shiver.
It felt like I had a severe case of the flu.

"Ah? What, why... why am I so c-cold...?"

[Of course. Even adult dragons become vulnerable during molting, so how much more so for a hatchling experiencing its first molt.]

"What does that—"

[Enough, just get up and go to your room to rest. Don't do anything.]

I had a mountain of questions I wanted to ask, but for now, I got up as instructed.
If I hadn't had any symptoms, I might have ignored it, but my body really was starting to hurt.

I staggered to my feet and checked the mirror.
My face in the mirror already had skin turning white, and my eyes were unfocused, unable to focus properly.

How did I know? Because I could see my pupils contracting and dilating.
Anyone could tell I wasn't in a normal state.

*It really does seem serious...*

I thought it was a lie...
As I absentmindedly touched my face, I heard a voice mixed with a sigh.

[If you have time to look, hurry and go to your room. If you're not careful, you might die for some trivial reason.]

Dying for such a trivial reason would tarnish the name of dragons.
After saying that, the Light Dragon continued to give me advice after I entered my room.

He told me what posture to maintain, where to place my wings, and even how to breathe.

*Is how I breathe important too...?*

[If you want to become kindling along with your shed skin by accidentally breathing fire during molting, I won't stop you.]

At those chilling words, I quietly breathed as instructed.
And so my first molting began.

Ch.109 - Shedding (1)
When you're sick, it's miserable.
Especially when you're alone with no one to lean on, it's even more miserable.

"Huu... Huu..."

That's me right now.
I was already confused about suddenly molting or whatever this is, and now my whole body aches.

Every breath makes my joints throb, and my forehead feels burning hot against the back of my hand, yet strangely, I feel cold.
If there's anything fortunate, it's that this isn't like a cold—no coughing or runny nose.

But being this sick... I think I'd prefer a regular fever. At least with a cold, you can just take strong medicine and sleep it off.

From head to toe, everything hurts, and Hyun went out to work. I can't exactly call and ask him to come home.
How could I say "I'm sick, please come"... I'm not a child...

[You seemed quite tempted by the idea though.]

"Shut up..."

...Fine. To be honest, I was tempted.
What do you mean tempted... I actually wanted to call him right away.

Being alone like this makes me anxious, miserable, and lonely.
But I couldn't do it.

"If I asked him to come, he really would."

He'd drop everything and come running, which is exactly why I can't call him.
Hyun is just my childhood friend, not my father.

Right. Hyun and I are just childhood friends.
Childhood friends worry about each other and comfort each other when sick, but that's it.

I think of him as family-like, but...
Still... he's not actually family, so I can't lean on him more than this.

He gave me a place to live, helped me countless times, saved my life, stepped forward to rescue me...
That should be enough. How could I ask for more?

[You're not being honest with yourself.]

"..."

I bit my lip at the Light Dragon's amused voice.
I only bit lightly, not wanting to draw blood when I already felt terrible.

[You like him, don't you? That man.]

"I don't! Hnngh...!"

My head rang from shouting unnecessarily.
It was especially bad around where the horns were growing.

[Denying it only makes things harder for yourself. What a tiring way to live.]

"Shut up..."

You can read my thoughts, so you know I used to be a man.
Why do you keep pushing this? What's wrong with just staying friends?

We're childhood friends, and he confirmed I'm Yu Sia, so that's that.
What more do you want? This distance... is the most comfortable.

"This distance... is the most comfortable..."

[You're just making excuses because you're scared, yet you talk so confidently.]

This is why having your thoughts read is so unpleasant.
No matter what I say, you contradict me directly and then say "but that's what you thought."

Seriously... what did I do to deserve this...
This is so annoying...

"Whatever... I'm going to sleep..."

As I curled up and closed my eyes in misery, the Light Dragon's voice woke me again.

[If you fall asleep during molting, you'll die.]

"You're lying..."

[I don't lie to you, at least.]

...How am I supposed to sleep when you scare me like that?
In the end, I could only lie there with my eyes open, suffering.

"How long... do I have to stay like this?"

[Well, that depends on you, doesn't it?]

Of course you won't answer that properly...
My temples started throbbing when I got irritated.

Being sick means I can't even complain properly.
I clenched my teeth as I felt cold sweat running down my forehead.

Couldn't I just tear it all off with my fingernails?
Like ripping off tape—that might be better...

[For someone who's already close to death, you have some interesting thoughts.]

I pouted at the Light Dragon's sarcastic voice.
I'd rather suffer once intensely than keep suffering like this...

I whimpered, curling up and wiggling my limbs, but there was no one to comfort me.
If Hyun were here...

No, no. Why am I thinking about Hyun?
I can do this on my own...

[That should be enough. Try moving your wings.]

"Ugh..."

When I tried to move my wings as instructed, it felt like someone was grabbing each vertebra with giant pliers and yanking them out.

How should I describe this feeling?
It's like if you press a little harder, bones will crack, but I'm afraid to do more because it hurts, yet if I stop, there's this strange tingling sensation.

Of course, with the pain multiplied by two...
No, by about five times.

"Kuheuut! Ah, it hurts!"

[Molting is always like this, so bear with it. Don't stop, keep moving.]

"Let me rest a little first!"

[If your wings get stuck in the shed skin, they'll become deformed.]

"I don't care if they're a little ugly...!"

[Do you want to see your wings fall off with your skin in the next molt? If you're that curious, you're welcome to experiment.]

Since the message was clearly to keep moving without rest, I closed my eyes tight and moved my wings.
An unpleasant electric sensation shot from my waist down to my knees and toes.

Seriously, why do I have to do this when it hurts so much?
Why am I going through this?

It hurt terribly, with no one to take care of me, and I felt so wronged and miserable that tears streamed down my face.
But I didn't want to hurt more, so I twisted my body and moved my wings desperately until—

Flap!

"Aaaack!"

As my wings, which had been tightly compressed, finally spread out, a wave of exhaustion washed over me.
I pressed my forehead against the back of my hand while catching my breath, making my hand damp with sweat.

"This is hard..."

[Try moving your wings again.]

"The wings are done molting..."

[Shouldn't we check if there's anything wrong?]

Though I was annoyed at the constant nagging, it wasn't entirely wrong, so I moved my wings as instructed.
At first, I moved carefully, afraid it would hurt like before, but it wasn't as painful as I expected.

In fact, they moved more naturally and smoothly. I really could move them better. Before, I could only spread, fold, or clumsily swing them, but now I could control them more delicately.

It was like having an extra joint in the large mass that was my wings?
I can't explain it well, but that's how it felt.

[Hmm. The wings are done. You've passed the biggest hurdle.]

"So now, can I rest...?"

[What are you talking about? We still have your arms, legs, horns, and ignition organ left. The molting is just beginning.]

"Ah..."

That's... that's a lie, right?
You're just trying to scare me, right?

I swallowed dryly and looked around, noticing the clock on the wall.
11:25. I started around 9 o'clock while watching the news, so just the wings took over two hours.

If just the wings were this difficult, and this is just the beginning?
Hoping desperately that it wasn't true, I waited for the Light Dragon's answer, but all I got was a mocking voice.

[Now we begin. Do you think they say most hatchlings die during their first molt for no reason?]

"You never said anything about that!"

Dying? I never heard about dying!
Am I going to die after suffering like this? No!

[Well, that's the story of hatchlings left alone in their lair to molt by themselves.]

"What do you mean..."

[Don't worry, the dragon in your head has lived for 5,000 years.]

It will hurt, but I'll make sure you don't die.
Besides, if you die, it would be inconvenient for me too.

The Light Dragon said this and laughed softly.
I was confused and couldn't understand why the Light Dragon's voice, promising to help me, sounded so sincere.

Part of me was actually reassured by those words.
That made it even harder to accept.

"Why are you helping me anyway?"

[As I've said many times, to kill the one who controlled my body while I was in hibernation.]

"You mean... revenge?"

The Light Dragon was silent for a while.
Not because it was angry or had nothing to say, but I could feel its exasperation.

Sure enough, the Light Dragon's voice soon followed.

[Revenge is something that exists between equals.]

"If not revenge, then what?"

[It's teaching a lesson to an insect that overstepped its bounds.]

It was unsettling to hear it refer to a person as an insect, but I had nothing to say.
According to the Light Dragon, it had gone to sleep and woken up dead, with its limbs torn off to make weapons and its body experimented on.

While I understood why it would be angry, I couldn't sympathize.
By that logic... I should also see the Light Dragon as a target for revenge.

[Hmm?]

"What?"

[You're having quite unexpected thoughts.]

Though it didn't say much, I could vaguely understand what it meant from the thoughts flowing in.
It found it strange that while I disliked the Light Dragon, I didn't see it as a target for revenge.

...Honestly, it's not that I never thought about revenge.
Of course I did. I even thought that if I ever had the chance and it was possible, I would definitely take revenge.

"But you're already dead."

[That's right.]

"And I can't exactly commit suicide to kill you in my head..."

[So you've given up?]

"...Maybe."

I wouldn't call it forgiveness, as I still have resentment.
I probably won't forgive the Light Dragon for the rest of my life.

But I will try to find a way to end this uncomfortable partnership.

[Then we need to find that man quickly. Once he's dead, I can rest too.]

"For once, we agree."

I don't like that slit-eyed guy either.
As I thought this, the Light Dragon laughed softly.

[Rested enough? Time for the next part.]

I nodded and started molting again.
Having passed the biggest hurdle with the wings, the rest of the molting seemed easier.

...Or so I thought.

Ch.110 - Shedding (2)
I'd rather have periods than molting.
That thought crossed my mind as I finished molting my wings and started on my back, arms, and legs.

Since becoming female, I haven't experienced a period yet, but I think it might be better than this. I'm not underestimating periods, of course. They must be difficult too. But wouldn't having a period be better than shedding an entire layer of skin?

"Ugh... hnngh... ugh..."

[Once you finish molting your legs, the rest won't be difficult.]

"Tch... like I don't know that..."

I was trying everything to remove the stubborn shed skin from my legs. Rubbing my thighs together, rubbing my legs against each other, even shaking my legs vigorously.

But it wouldn't come off.
Ah, right. I remember what this feels like now.

It's similar to when I went to the West Sea years ago. Mom suggested scuba diving, and afterward, trying to remove the wetsuit was just as difficult as this is now.

The difference is that back then I could use my hands, but now I have to keep moving my legs to get the skin off.
That's why it's even harder to remove.

"Nngh...!!"

Seriously...! This is so...! Freaking difficult!!
My frustration was starting to exceed my discomfort.

Momentarily forgetting the pain, I began pounding the bed with my feet when the Light Dragon's voice stopped me.

[Don't get impatient. You're just wasting energy.]

"It's been two hours already!"

Including the wings, I've been doing this for four hours without eating, and you're telling me not to get impatient?
If it were that easy, I would have finished molting long ago...!!

[Four hours to shed your wings and half your lower body is actually quite fast.]

"But I still have my upper body left..."

Yes. That's the biggest problem.
Wings and half the lower body? Fine, whatever.

But I still have my upper body left?
And I even have to do my face?

How many more hours will I have to endure this!
Since the Light Dragon could read my thoughts anyway, I just grumbled while thinking this, and soon enough, his voice responded.

[Do you know how long it takes an ordinary Hatchling to complete their first molt?]

"...No."

[Three days.]

I blinked at the much longer timeframe than I'd expected.
Crackle, crackle—each blink brought an unpleasant sensation, so I closed my eyes again and rubbed them with the back of my hand.

It felt like tape peeling off my eyes. When I opened them again, there was no strange sound.

"It takes that long...?"

[Even as a Hatchling, you're still a dragon. Considering how tough Dragon Scales are, it's not that strange.]

"But... wouldn't you die if you didn't eat or drink anything for that long?"

[That's why you eat as much as possible before starting to molt, storing energy. Just like you normally do.]

So my habit of eating a lot was actually preparation for molting?
Well, it is unusual for a person to eat that much—

[While your increased appetite this past week might be attributed to preparing for molting, your excessive eating before that was just you being a glutton.]

"..."

[Well, your body isn't particularly efficient anyway, so it can't be helped.]

Not efficient...
Even though I eat a lot, I don't think I deserve to be called inefficient...

[There's no real problem, so don't worry. Dragon bodies are naturally inefficient.]

"Ugh..."

When an actual dragon says "dragons are just like that," I had nothing to say.
Seriously, isn't that like a cheat key... always saying "dragons are naturally like this" at every opportunity...

"Haah..."

Alright, think positively.
At least I'm not suffering for three whole days to complete my molt.

After that, I continued bending and stretching my legs, rubbing my thighs diligently to gradually shed the skin.
After moving my legs vigorously, I finally managed to free one leg. It took a whole hour.

Once one leg was free, the other side came off more easily, and I finished molting the other leg in 30 minutes.
Wow! It took five whole hours just to shed my wings and lower body!

"I'm dying..."

I'm only halfway through and I already feel like I'm going to die.
Or maybe... I should be glad I've made it halfway? Haha...

"I want to rest a little..."

[If the remaining shed skin hardens, you'll be stuck like that. Are you okay with that?]

But I'm so tired... You said other Hatchlings take three days... Just let me rest for 10 minutes...
As I lay face down on the pillow, my butt felt strangely cold.

"Ugh, cold..."

[Of course it's cold when you're naked with your butt in the air.]

"Blanket..."

Ah, right, I removed everything except the pillow earlier because it was getting in the way of molting...
Sighing deeply, I tried to get up, but there was more resistance than I expected after not moving for a while.

"Huh?"

It wasn't just resistance—it felt like my upper body was tightly bound in thick leather.

I could move if I forced myself, but it was quite difficult.

"What?"

[As fast as your molting is, the hardening is equally quick. If you don't shed it soon, it will harden completely.]

As he said that, I felt a slight tightness in my chest.
It wasn't enough to suffocate me, but it felt like something was pressing down on me.

"W-what happens if I stay like this?"

[You'll dry up and die.]

So it wasn't a lie that you die if you fall asleep during molting?
I suddenly felt scared. I really thought I might die if I stayed like this.

[Calm down and take it slowly. It's actually easier to shed when it's slightly hardened.]

It was the simple logic that dry clothes come off more easily than wet clothes that stick to you.

"So I just take it off like clothes...?"

[Yes.]

Whether it was because I'd gained some experience from shedding my legs earlier or because the skin had hardened slightly as the Light Dragon said, I was able to shed the upper part quickly.
Of course, my joints still ached with every movement, and my skin stung if I moved too forcefully, but it was progress.

I thought I just needed to finish shedding, but the real problem came from somewhere unexpected.
In a way I never anticipated.

"Nngh, ahngh! Haahngh!"

Why, why is my body so sensitive?!
Especially my legs—they were so sensitive that even the slightest movement caused intense stimulation that made me feel strange.

It's not like I haven't had those kinds of thoughts since becoming female...!
But not like this...!

"Hyaah! Higngh...!"

[Anyone watching would think you were mating.]

"Sh-shut up, you crazy bastard!"

Someone's going crazy from the strange sensations every time the shed skin brushes against their legs, and you say that so casually...!
As I was twisting my body, gritting my teeth against the odd pleasure mixed with slight pain—

Click, click-click, click.

I heard the sound of someone entering the door code.
Shit...! Is it already time for Choi Hyun to return?!

"Hurry, hurry hurry...!"

I tried desperately to shed the skin while sitting, using my legs too, but if it were that easy, I wouldn't have been struggling with this for hours.
I tried to hold down the already shed skin with my feet while twisting my body, but with a ripping sound, the skin tore.

"Ah!"

[I told you to take it slowly, didn't I?]

I was about to get annoyed at the Light Dragon's sighing remark, but Choi Hyun knocked on my door first.

"Hey, I'm back."

"Huh? Oh, welcome back."

"What was that noise earlier? Why were you making those sounds?"

"It's nothing!"

Damn... I didn't want it to come to this...
Gritting my teeth, I gently scratched my forearm with my fingernails.

I thought this would help it come off better, but it didn't work at all.
Instead, it came off in pieces like old tape, with some parts still attached and others falling off.

"Damn it...!"

[If you're going to use your nails, be gentle. The newly exposed skin is delicate and easily injured.]

Just as he said that, my fingernail cut into my forearm.
I was trying to remove it like fish scales, but the newly exposed skin was so delicate that even that caused injury.

"Ouch...!"

"Hey, are you okay? You said it hurts—what are you doing? Can I come in?"

"Don't come in! Seriously, don't come in! It's nothing! I'm fine!"

[Hmm, it might be better to quietly accept help.]

Would you just shut up...!
I frowned and licked the blood from the scratch.

When I did, the shed skin that hadn't come off with my fingernails stuck to my tongue and fell away.

'This is it...!'

I immediately started licking the scales on my forearm vigorously.
It looked ridiculous, but I didn't care.

"Hey, I smell blood. Yu Sia, I smell blood, you know? Are you really okay?"

Choi Hyun was saying something outside the door, but I couldn't answer because I was busy licking my forearm to remove the shed skin.
And that was my mistake.

"I'm coming in, okay?"

"Huh?!"

Before I could stop him, the door flew open.
I froze mid-lick, completely naked, and Choi Hyun, who had opened the door, turned to stone at the sight of me.

"..."

"...slurp."

When I met his trembling eyes, my face burned like I'd swallowed a fireball. I pulled my tongue back in and covered my chest with both hands.

"...get out."

"...sorry."

Seriously...
I swear to god I'm never molting again...

[If only you could choose not to do it.]

Shut up, please...!

Ch.111 - Help (1)
After being caught naked, I was thankful that Hyun didn't ask any awkward questions like "Why are you naked?" or "What are you doing?"

Instead, Hyun immediately closed the door and left, replacing the awkward atmosphere with suffocating silence and warm consideration.

"Um... call me if you need anything. I'm not sure what I can do, but I'll help however I can."

This consideration is so warm it's killing me...
I'm literally dying of embarrassment...!

With tears in my eyes, I diligently licked at the shed skin stuck to my arms to remove it.
Why am I licking it off when there's no rush?

Well, because it's the fastest way...
And since being caught mid-molt, I've lost all dignity anyway, so what does it matter...

With a bitter smile, I swallowed the molted skin dissolving in my mouth.
...Huh? Why did I swallow that...?

"Ugh! Blegh!"

I tried to gag it back up immediately after swallowing it mindlessly, but the skin had already gone down my esophagus and wouldn't come back up.
I could force myself to throw up, but I didn't want to go that far.

*A bed covered in stomach acid and molted skin?*

Just imagining it is horrifying...
Ugh...

Bang bang bang!!

"What's wrong! Are you okay!? Are you feeling sick!?"

Hyun must have heard me retching because he came running, pounding on the door hard enough to shake the whole house.

"It's, it's nothing! Don't come in! I said don't come in!!"

"You're really okay?"

"Really, it's nothing..."

Only when I heard his footsteps retreating did I sigh deeply and resume licking my arm.
This time, I made sure to spit out all the skin that entered my mouth.

As a result, the bed became soaked with saliva.
...Wait, if I knew this would happen, couldn't I have just done this in the bathtub from the start?

And why didn't anyone just tell me I could do it this way from the beginning?
Why did they make me go through all that trouble, wriggling my body to molt?

Did they deliberately tell me the hard way just to mess with me?

"Damn..."

The more I thought about it, the more indignant I felt as I licked off the molted skin.
I almost swallowed it unconsciously again, but this time I caught myself and spat it out.

"Ptooey! Pfft! Prrr..."

[That's quite an unsightly display.]

*Sorry my unsightliness offends you.*

The more I think about it, the more unfair it seems. Does he think I'm doing this because I want to?
This is my best effort, what else am I supposed to do? If you're not going to molt for me, then keep quiet.

[How am I supposed to molt without a body?]

He really has to have the last word.
I made a sour face at the Light Dragon's voice in my head.

Fine, I'll let him win.
Like he said, he's just a pitiful spirit without a body.

I, who have a body, consciousness, and can eat whatever I want, should yield on matters like this.
I decided to think that way because I didn't want to stress over something so trivial.

"Ugh, hm..."

And so I resumed licking my body...
It sounds weird when I put it that way, but there's no better way to describe it.

Anyway, starting from the shoulders, then arms, wrists, and the backs of my hands. I postponed the fingernails because they scared me. After finishing both arms, I encountered a significant obstacle.
The molted skin on my chest.

"I have to lick this off..."

It's fine since it's my own body, but I don't particularly want to lick it.
Sure, arms and shoulders are one thing, but licking my chest just looks weird...

[It's just molting, why are you making such a fuss?]

*This isn't "just" anything to me!*

I'm not saying I've never had those kinds of thoughts.
To emphasize, as someone who was once male, I'm not saying I've never had those thoughts!

But I'm not living alone, and I'm not some perverted maniac who would have "happy time" at a childhood friend's house, so I've been holding back. Actually, before suppressing any urges, the bigger issue is that I don't feel any desire—only guilt when seeing this naked body.

Anyone who would have such thoughts about this skinny child's body should be stoned to death.
That's why this situation feels even more burdensome.

Of course, my limbs have grown longer and my chest has gotten slightly bigger during molting, but it's still smaller than average.
It's a body that subtly makes me feel guilty!

*This isn't sexual... it's just part of the molting process...*

Right. This is molting. This is just part of the molting process...
I'll die if I don't do it. So I have to.

With narrowed eyes, I steeled myself and slowly stuck out my tongue.
Thanks to my long tongue that could reach down to my solar plexus without stretching, the tip easily touched my chest.

*...This feels less weird than I expected.*

Apart from being slightly ticklish, I felt nothing.
I was the one having strange thoughts; it turned out to be nothing.

[Tsk tsk...]

The Light Dragon clicked his tongue as if I were pathetic, but I couldn't respond.
As he said, it was just molting, and I was the one making a big deal out of it.

Feeling embarrassed for a different reason now, I licked diligently to finish as quickly as possible.

Lost in concentration, I almost swallowed the skin a couple of times, but fortunately, I didn't.

"Damn, why do I keep trying to swallow this... ptooey!"

[It's instinct.]

"Instinct? Why would swallowing molted skin be instinct?"

[Because of weakness. A mature dragon might not need to, but hatchlings face many external threats.]

"Threats, like hunters or predators?"

[Yes. Dragons are strong because they're dragons, but a hatchling's strength is nothing compared to a true dragon. However, their life force is overwhelming—they're essentially living elixirs. That's why they instinctively eat their molted skin to leave as few traces as possible.]

"Ah... so that's why they eat their skin..."

That's interesting...
I nodded at the Light Dragon's explanation as I continued removing the skin.

About 20 minutes later, I had removed most of the skin from my upper body, starting from above the navel.
If I'd known it would be this quick, I would have licked it off from the beginning.

*You could have just told me this method from the start.*

[Tsk tsk... I won't explain further since you'll soon understand why, but I'll hold my tongue this time.]

I smirked at the Light Dragon's words and shrugged.
Now, the remaining parts were my fingernails and...

"My back..."

Oh no, could it be...?
I tried to bend my arm back to check my back with the back of my hand, but my wings got in the way.

I folded my wings and tried again, but my hands were covered with rough scales, so rubbing only hurt.
My tongue? Obviously couldn't reach...

"Damn... why didn't I think of this..."

[You'd better ask your friend for help.]

I sighed deeply at the Light Dragon's casually outrageous suggestion.

"How am I supposed to ask that..."

[Why can't you ask?]

It's not the first time showing my naked body, and he's already helped me shed skin once, so why?
Why am I embarrassed now?

Thinking about it, he wasn't wrong.
But after having him bathe me and everything else, asking for help with molting felt a bit presumptuous.

[If you're that concerned, just think of it as something you'll repay later.]

"Repay..."

As if I haven't thought of that.
I tried to repay him by doing laundry but broke a tile and used too much detergent, creating a bubble apocalypse.

I tried to help cook but broke the cutting board and burned the food.
I tried to fix a door but melted it beyond use and nearly set the house on fire.

These are just the incidents I remember.
How many more have I forgotten?

*Everything I do turns out like this...*

I tried, I really did...

[Why are you trying to be perfect immediately?]

"What?"

[Has your childhood friend ever scolded you for being incompetent?]

"...No."

[Or has he threatened you to stay put and do nothing?]

No...
Hyun has never done anything like that.

[Then why are you giving up?]

Giving up?
Me?

[You're afraid to go outside so you give up, afraid of getting hurt so you give up, afraid of breaking things so you give up... Am I wrong?]

"..."

[Instead of lying around the house doing nothing, couldn't you practice?]

If it's difficult, practice. You don't need to be good from the start.
Giving up because you're scared before even trying—aren't you ashamed?

[You were able to draw because you practiced, have you already forgotten that?]

The Light Dragon's words struck me like lightning.
Why had I forgotten this until now?

[You have nothing but time anyway. Take it slow, take it slow.]

I blinked blankly at his unexpectedly gentle advice.
I couldn't understand why he was giving me such advice.

It was so different from the image of the Light Dragon I had in my mind that it made me feel twisted inside.
A mass murderer who killed 5 million people, the cause of my parents' deaths.

Of course, according to him, he was just being controlled...

*As if anyone would believe that.*

But when he gives such gentle advice...
When he gives sincere counsel, my beliefs keep getting shaken.

What is he after, trying to sway me with these words?
While I was too confused to speak, I heard the Light Dragon chuckle.

[I simply don't want to see the dragon name tarnished.]

I could even hear pride in his voice as he said that.
Repayment.

That single word swirled in my mind for a while.
After sitting and thinking for a moment, I got up.

"Ugh... my legs and back feel like they're breaking..."

[Your joints have all expanded as your body grew, so of course it hurts. There's no way around that, just bear with it.]

My knees and back ached, and after groaning for a while, I slowly made my way to the door, supporting myself against the wall.
Either because my viewpoint was higher than usual or because my body hurt, each step required significant concentration.

Somehow, I managed to reach the door by leaning against the wall.
The doorknob seemed lower than usual, so I must have definitely grown taller...

Though not dramatically taller, I felt a little pleased that I had grown.
I gently opened the door and peeked my head out.

"Hyun."

"Oh, what is it? Need help with something?"

Fortunately, Hyun was sitting on the living room sofa, so he looked my way as soon as I called.
Yes, I can repay him for everything later.

"Yes. Help me."

With those words, I invited Hyun into the room.

Ch.112 - Help (2)
After asking Hyun, who was sitting on the sofa, for help, I hurried into the room first, leaving him bewildered, and tried to compose myself.
Wasn't I already mentally prepared for this?

That was just preparation for asking him to help me.
So now I'm preparing myself again before Hyun enters the room.

"Phew..."

It's fine. He's already seen me naked a long time ago, and anyway, Hyun and I have seen everything there is to see of each other.
Besides, I'm not asking for anything unreasonable—just asking him to remove some scales.

Yes, this is absolutely not a strange request.
And like the Light Dragon said, I can repay him later, so I shouldn't feel burdened.

While I was thinking this, I heard the door click open and felt Hyun's presence.
Covering my chest with a pillow, I looked toward him and our eyes met as he glanced around the room with a stiff expression.

"...Haha, the room's a bit of a mess, isn't it? I made quite a scene while molting, so..."

Looking around, I saw the stone bed had a clean break where my feet had touched it, and the floor was covered with shed skin fragments from when I had flapped my wings.
Not only that, but broken stone pieces were also decorating the floor.

"It is pretty dirty..."

As I laughed awkwardly, Hyun, who had been looking around, scratched his head.
From his expression, it wasn't that he had nothing to say, but rather that he was flustered and thinking about what to say.

Eventually, as if he'd finished thinking, he cleared his throat with an "ahem" and pushed aside the shed skin on the floor with his foot.
After seeing that, I turned my back to him.

I couldn't see what expression he was making with my back turned, but he must have been extremely surprised.

"So, you want help with molting?"

"Yeah. I managed the other parts myself, but I can't reach my back."

"When you put it that way, it really sounds like dead skin."

I couldn't help but laugh at his unexpectedly silly comment as he chuckled.
Since the mood had lightened a bit, I hugged the pillow slightly closer.

"Hey, this is happening because you didn't wash me properly."

"You're right. I'll have to use a steel scouring pad on your back next time."

I giggled at his silly joke and leaned against the pillow I was hugging.

"Come on, hurry up and remove it. Light Dragon says it'll hurt later if it hardens."

"You should have said that first!"

Without a moment's hesitation after hearing it might hurt, he strode over and sat right behind me.
I flinched at the sudden overwhelming presence so close to me, but I held back and offered my back.

"First, I need to tie your hair. I can't see your back."

"Can't I just flip it forward like this?"

I tried to toss my hair over my shoulders like flipping bangs to the side, but it didn't work as well as I'd hoped.

"Considering how much you'll move, it's better to tie it up."

"What am I, a child?"

"You are a child. Besides, can you stay perfectly still without moving while I remove your shed skin?"

...Fighting with facts. That's unfair.
Unable to counter his perfect logic, I pressed my chin against the pillow and kept quiet.

"You know me too well. Fine, tie my hair first."

If I tried to tie it myself, my nails would probably cut through all my hair on the spot.
As I waited quietly with my eyes closed, Hyun stood up.

"...Of course I know you after all these years. Wait a moment. I'll go get a hair tie."

Hyun said that and left the room.
As I hugged the pillow tightly and swayed side to side waiting, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"Does Hyun have hair ties at home?"

Obviously he wouldn't have any since he doesn't tie his hair, and I don't usually tie mine either.
So... if there are hair ties, does that mean some other woman with long hair has been to Hyun's place?

What reason would another woman have to let down her hair at Hyun's home?
As that thought crossed my mind, my mood instantly soured.

"What's with the low pressure again? Did Light Dragon say something else while I was gone?"

"It's nothing."

"It can't be nothing when you're frowning like that. How could I not notice?"

Hyun said that as he sat behind me.
His comfortable demeanor irritated me for some reason, and I subtly moved away.

"Ah, right. I don't have hair ties at home, so is it okay if I use the rubber bands left from when we ordered dumplings last time?"

"Huh? What did you say?"

"Rubber bands. From when we ordered dumplings last time. Is it okay if I use those to tie your hair?"

When I turned around, Hyun was holding exactly three sturdy-looking rubber bands.
They really did have the faint smell of kimchi, meat, and vegetable dumplings.

"...You don't have hair ties at home?"

"No. Why would I have something like that? I don't grow my hair long so I never need to tie it, and the only other person is you, and you don't tie your hair either."

"But still, women must come over sometimes..."

"Huh?"

What nonsense am I spouting now?
His confused response made my face heat up, and I cleared my throat and turned my head.

"You know. I saw on the news that popular heroes invite women to their homes and get talked about for various reasons... So I was just wondering..."

"Ah, there have been news stories like that. Don't worry. This hyung is an S-Class Hero, too busy to have time to meet women."

"...What about Yu Chae-Ah?"

"Chae-Ah? She's just like a sister. She hardly ever came home before I rescued you. Didn't you notice anything when you first came to our house?"

When I first came...
I thought carefully as I felt him gently combing my hair with his fingers.

"Can I be honest?"

"Sure. I don't mind."

"It didn't feel like someone lived there...?"

It felt like a model home that perfectly replicated an old house photograph.
A place with no vitality, no human warmth.

"I can see why you'd feel that way. Until then, I'd only stop by once a month just to clean."

"Why didn't you come home?"

After a moment of silence, Hyun smiled bitterly and said:

"Because I was lonely."

"..."

I couldn't say anything in response to this rare show of vulnerability from Hyun.
His words hit harder because he usually laughed off difficult things.

"Outside, everyone's busy praising me, I have to show only my best side on news and entertainment shows, I always have to smile in front of people... Do you know what I think when I come home after working non-stop?"

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

"'How long do I have to live like this?' That's what. Outside, they call me this amazing person, a hero, but when I'm alone, it all feels pointless. I'm not that amazing person."

Just an ordinary person who couldn't even protect his family.
His voice, tinged with sighs, revealed an undisguisable sadness.

The emotion in his voice was so heavy that I couldn't say anything.

"That's why I avoided coming home. If I was busy and tired enough, I wouldn't have those thoughts. Being exhausted to death was better than wanting to die."

"Hyun..."

I couldn't say anything, realizing the situation was much more serious than I'd thought.
What Hyun just said was essentially that he had contemplated suicide.

I couldn't continue this serious conversation with my back to him, so I turned around to face him.

Hyun was smiling as usual, but his face somehow looked sad.

"Don't worry. I'm fine now."

"How can you say you're fine?"

"If I wasn't fine, could I bring this up with a smile?"

Frustratingly, he had a point.
But still...

"You're not fine."

I could tell because it was me.
Hyun had always been like this.

Even when he was suffering to the point of death, he would smile and say he was fine.
And now he was making the exact same face as back then.

"Well... I'm still not completely fine. I still have nightmares sometimes."

"Then you're not fine at all..."

"But I'm going to be fine from now on."

Hyun smiled as he gently stroked my head.

"I'm not alone anymore."

"...Ah."

The moment our eyes met, I was at a loss for words.

The deep trust conveyed in that single statement that he wasn't alone.
And the sense of relief in his contented smile left me speechless.

Not alone.
Those words were meant for himself, but also for me.

*Thump—*

The feeling I had dismissed as a misunderstanding or admiration rose up like an uprising, and I couldn't lift my face, so I hung my head low.

"Um, yeah... that..."

Not knowing where to look, I rolled my eyes around before quickly turning my head away.
My face felt like it was about to explode.

"Why are you telling me this now?"

Why was he bringing this up now?
There must have been plenty of opportunities before, so why now...?

"It's nothing special. I just learned that keeping things hidden forever isn't always the best approach."

Hyun said that and tied my hair.
When his calloused fingertips touched the nape of my neck, I flinched as if electricity had passed through me.

"There, all done. Now we just need to do your back, right?"

"Huh!? Oh... yeah."

"Good. Let's finish quickly and eat. I'm hungry."

"...Okay."

Without time to organize my jumbled thoughts, I entrusted my back to Hyun's hands.

Ch.113 - Help (3)
After hearing Hyun's true feelings, I leaned back with a much more relaxed mind than before.
Of course, while my mind was more at ease, my thoughts were still incredibly complicated, making me feel dizzy.

*Do I like Hyun...?*

That can't be right. I've always denied it, but after the heart-fluttering feeling I experienced when I saw his face earlier, I couldn't dismiss it as a misunderstanding anymore.
Why not?

Because if I start arguing that my racing heart is due to heart failure, my hot face is from rheumatic heart disease, and my dizziness is from anemia...
Following that logic, I'd become a critically ill patient who should be admitted to the ICU immediately.

But denying it so strongly seems a bit much.
It's disrespectful to Hyun too.

"Your skin is so white that it's hard to see the shed skin."

"Heeek...!"

The moment I felt his large hand gently stroke my back, I curled up from the electric sensation that shot through me.
The sound that came out was much louder than I expected, startling even myself as I covered my mouth.

"...Are you okay?"

Hyun's voice trembled, seemingly startled as well.
In, in this situation, I need to stay calm...

"Th-that area is sensitive, so please be gentle..."

I'm not lying, I swear!
It's true that areas where you've just shed skin are much more sensitive than other parts!

It's similar to how skin becomes sensitive after being scrubbed at a bathhouse!
It absolutely doesn't have any strange meaning!

SLAP!

"Eek!?"

Wh-what was that!?
Startled, I turned around to see Hyun looking at me with an expression that asked if something had happened.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing... Just now..."

"Nothing happened, why? A mosquito just landed on my face, and when I tried to catch it, it made a loud noise, that's all."

It was an obvious lie. Especially since there were no mosquitoes in this house.
But I figured pointing that out wouldn't benefit either of us, so I quietly turned back around.

"Tell me if it hurts."

"Ah, okay."

I nodded, then squeezed my eyes shut and bit down on the pillow like a gag.
But closing my eyes only made my other senses more sensitive.

From the touch of his fingertips on my back, to his nails slightly scratching my skin, to the feeling of him pulling off the shed skin—I could feel everything clearly.

...I almost made another sound.

*Don't close your eyes, ever.*

I immediately opened my eyes and looked down at the stone bed, searching for any strange patterns to distract myself.
But just like how thinking "don't think about a pink elephant" makes you think about it more, my heightened senses became even more focused on Hyun's every movement.

Swoosh—

"Hyaaah!?"

SLAP!

"...!?"

"It's fine, don't turn around. Every time you turn around, I forget where the shed skin was."

"It's not like the shed skin randomly changes position, what are you talking about...?"

"Must be short-term memory loss."

[You two are really making a scene.]

I blinked at the Light Dragon's voice, tinged with a sigh.
Honestly, I didn't want to admit it, but the Light Dragon was right.

Why am I acting like this?
It's not like I did anything wrong, so why should I feel embarrassed?

Be confident like a man. Hiding behind a pillow just makes it more embarrassing.
No, there's no need to be embarrassed in the first place. Hyun has already seen everything when he helped me bathe. The only difference is that things have grown a bit after molting.

And anyway, Hyun will have to help me bathe in the future too, so I can't just hug a pillow every time.
I need to get used to it and be confident starting now.

"Wait a moment, let me adjust my position."

"Huh? Sure."

I adjusted my sitting position, tossed the pillow I was hugging aside, and straightened my back.
After deciding to be confident, I found it much more embarrassing than I expected, but it was too late to back out now, so I crossed my arms and endured.

"C-can you see better now?"

"...Huh? Oh, yes. Ahem! I can see well."

Right. This is fine.
That's what I thought as I proudly showed my back, but in my determination to be confident, I completely forgot how sensitive my back had become.

Tap.

"Hyaaah!?"

"...Hey, if you're going to move like that, cover yourself with the pillow."

...Shit.

* * *

Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra...
...What comes next? I can't remember well, so let's try something else.

The East Sea waters and Mount Baekdu will dry... dry...
Back... It's really thin, and why are the arms so thin too? How does such strength come from this body?

SLAP!!

"Heek!? Wh-what's wrong?"

"...Nothing, it's nothing."

I rubbed my stinging cheek and sighed deeply inside.
Yu Sia, this clueless guy, does he not realize what he looks like?

Of course, it's not Sia's fault, but I wish he had at least some awareness that he now has a woman's body.
If he did...

*We probably couldn't live like this...*

Thinking about it, this was only natural. His body became female, but his mind could only remain male.
A person who lived as a man for 18 years since birth couldn't possibly accept being a woman just because his body changed.

However...
If I consider what the Light Dragon said, maybe treating Sia like a woman is the right thing to do.

—There is flesh and there is mind, not mind and then flesh. The mind follows the body. So take good care of it.

If we're not careful, he might truly be consumed by the "dragon's" body.
In that sense, it might be better for him to accept it as a "woman's" body rather than a dragon's.

—And being drawn to the dragon's body is not strange either. It's natural to be attracted to the perfect form of a dragon in every aspect except efficiency.

I was truly shocked when he said that last part.
At that time, Yu Sia looked like an elementary school student to anyone.

—Hey, Choi Hyun. You're not...

—No, Noona! No, really, I'm not! Hey! Watch what you're saying! Who are you trying to make into a criminal!?

—That's just a figure of speech. If it's hard to accept, use that as self-rationalization. You want to protect your friend too, don't you?

Whether to remain just childhood friends and watch him become a dragon, or to abandon that relationship and treat Yu Sia as a girl.
This question has been tormenting me since the day I spoke with the Light Dragon until now.

*Of course, that's...*

...impossible to decide.

If I choose the former, I might eventually have to kill Yu Sia with my own hands.
If I choose the latter, it's almost like breaking Yu Sia's heart with my own hands.

He's the childhood friend I searched for over 10 years. He's like my only remaining family.
The only friend and family who knows my past.

How could I possibly...

"—Hyun? Choi Hyun!"

"Huh?"

"Um... your hand has been still for a while..."

...Right. This isn't the time to think about that.
I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them and smiled wryly at Yu Sia, who was glaring at me.

"What, are you complaining because I stopped?"

"No... that's not it, it just feels weird with your hand on my back for so long... That area is sensitive..."

"Hey, tell me it's the part where you finished molting that's sensitive. You're making this sound weird."

"Oh, what are you saying! That's not what I meant!"

I chuckled as I watched Yu Sia flap his wings in irritation.
Yes, this is fine for now. This distance is just right.

"Okay, okay. Stay still, it'll be over soon."

"Sigh... Seriously, go out and meet some women. Huh? How long have you gone without meeting women that you're having those thoughts about me?"

"What are you talking about? You'd be the first to get upset if I said I was going to meet someone."

I can still vividly remember how in our first year of high school, he threatened to kill anyone who got a girlfriend before him.

That happened when Tae-Young bragged about dating a girl he met in a game.

*Oh hell no! You!? Really? You're the first to escape being single!? Don't bullshit me!! Even Choi Hyun is single, why are you the first to get a girlfriend!?*

It's still funny thinking about it. He seemed genuinely angry.
Smiling, I lowered my head to remove the remaining scales on Sia's back, and our eyes met as he turned his head toward me.

Since I was close to help him shed his skin, I could see his face very clearly.
The long eyelashes, thin eyebrows, small lips with a hint of moisture, and snow-white skin.

How could all these features fit so perfectly on such a small face?
That thought came naturally—it was an objectively beautiful face.

"Wh-who said I'd get upset! I don't get jealous or anything!?"

With his face and even the tips of his ears bright red, his wide-eyed expression was unmistakably that of an embarrassed "woman."

The fact that such a woman was sitting in front of me without a stitch of clothing made my head spin.
I bit the inside of my cheek to forcibly regain my composure.

"...Well, you know, back in high school, you got angry when other guys escaped being single before you. I just remembered that."

"Ah... y-yeah..."

Yu Sia, unable to finish his sentence properly, quickly turned his head away. The tips of his ears were so flushed they looked hot to the touch.
His long, elf-like ears made it even more noticeable.

—It's natural to be attracted to the perfect form of a dragon in every aspect.

*...Fuck.*

I covered my face with one hand, holding back a sigh.
Whether from concentration or some other reason, my hand was sweaty, which felt unpleasant.

Ch.114 - Help (4)
One hour... No, an hour and a half?
That's how long it took to remove all the shed skin from my back.

With Hyun helping, the molting itself finished much faster than when I had to wriggle around by myself, but somehow I felt more exhausted than when I molted alone.

I don't know what was going through his mind, but I could feel Hyun's hands trembling whenever he touched my back. That made me nervous too, and we both became so sensitive that we flinched whenever we made contact.

Thanks to that, even though the molting finished early, we're both completely drained.
To be precise, I'm sprawled face-down on the bed, while Hyun is sitting on the edge of the bed, sighing deeply.

[Anyone watching would think you two just finished some intimate act.]

"Shut up..."

Me and Hyun doing... s-se... Anyway, doing that kind of thing?
Don't say such nonsense.

[Well, your body is too small for such activities anyway.]

"That's not what I meant, you lunatic!"

I never even thought about that in the first place, so why are you saying such ridiculous things!
When someone speaks, please just listen for once!!

[But unless you're some oversized specimen the size of a horse, most can handle—]

My brain refused to process the rest of what was said, and my body moved on its own.
I covered my ears with both hands and screamed.

"Aaaahhhh!!"

Crazy, crazy, crazy!
What?! What goes where?! No, ah!! Don't think about it!!

Pink elephant! Pink elephant!!
Yes! Think about pink elephants instead!

"Urrrghhhh...!"

"Holy shit, you scared me! What's wrong? Are you in pain?!"

I felt Hyun's hand on my back and frantically twisted away, retreating to the head of the bed.
My heart was pounding like crazy as I recalled what the Light Dragon had just said.

"No, what's going on? You're not actually hurting somewhere, are you?"

Despite my strange outburst, Hyun was still concerned about me.
Only then did I slowly come back to my senses, and I sighed deeply, covering my face with both hands.

...Right. Hyun would never do something like that.
Hyun being a pedophile... Well, my body is bigger now so it's not quite that, but still a crime...

"It's nothing..."

"What the..."

I shook my head with my hands still covering my face.
How could I tell him that the Light Dragon was making sexual jokes about us right in front of him...

"You weren't like this before..."

Why are you doing this to me...
Since the Light Dragon started talking, my image of it has been continuously shattered.

When I first heard about it, it was a murderous monster. When it first spoke, it was just a scary monster.
And now it feels like a nosy neighborhood lady who occasionally makes inappropriate sexual comments.

It's become strangely familiar.
What scared me more was not knowing when it might flip its attitude and go berserk.

—The Light Dragon said it was exploited during hibernation.

I don't disbelieve Hyun, but I can't just trust and be friendly with it either.
I'm not the type of person who can be that carefree.

[It doesn't matter.]

It doesn't matter...?
I blinked at the response in my head.

[I define who I am. No matter what you think, I will not change my attitude.]

So think whatever you want.
If you think I'm an enemy, think of me as an enemy. If you think I'm an ally, think of me as an ally.

[But in the end, you can't do anything without my help. So wouldn't it be better to lean toward the positive side?]

"..."

With those words, the Light Dragon fell silent.
As if there was nothing more to say, or perhaps it was just giving me time to think.

"Hyun."

"Yeah. What is it?"

What do you think about the Light Dragon?
I opened my mouth to ask that but closed it again.

Asking Hyun would mean shifting both the choice and responsibility onto him.
I already have a mountain of things to repay him for, so I can't lean on him more here.

"...Never mind. Let's eat."

When I changed the subject, Hyun, who had been looking puzzled, smiled and nodded.

"You're so fickle. Sure, what do you want to eat? If this is like a period, should we get something with lots of iron?"

"Hmm... Since I'm shedding skin, shouldn't we eat jokbal with lots of collagen?"

"I don't see how shedding skin connects to pig's feet."

"I just want to eat jokbal. I saw a commercial for it on TV the other day. It looked delicious."

We exchanged trivial conversation, chuckled, and got up.

"Wait here. You need to get dressed before we can eat or do anything else."

"Oh, right. Hey."

"Yeah?"

"About that... Clothes are good, but..."

Ah... How should I say this... I usually just did this without saying anything, like fulfilling a quota, so it feels awkward to ask...
As I hesitated, mumbling, Hyun scratched his eyebrow and said:

"Oh, are you worried about cleaning the room? We can do that slowly after ordering food. Let's get you dressed first. It's awkward."

"That's not it..."

I have to say it eventually, so let's just close my eyes and do it.
I took a deep breath, squeezed my eyes shut, and said:

"I feel gross, so could you... give me a bath?"

Come to think of it, I licked my forearms, chest, and solar plexus with my tongue, so I'm covered in saliva.
Plus I've been sitting for an hour straight, so I'm sweaty and a mess.

I don't care about food or clothes—I just feel so gross I could die.
So I asked him to bathe me...

"..."

After I spoke, silence fell over the room.
Only then did I realize something had gone terribly wrong, and I racked my brain.

What did I usually say before bathing?
Actually, what did I say while bathing?

—Ah, I spilled again.
—Sigh... Let's go.

—Hey, help me take this off. I spilled cola.
—Huh? Sure. Oh you crazy bastard! Put some underwear on!

—Ah.
—Come on, let's go to the bathroom.

...Shit. Is there nothing normal?
I suppressed a sigh and glanced at Hyun.

Hyun had a complicated expression that suggested he was deep in thought.
His pupils were darting back and forth rapidly—anyone could see he was extremely flustered.

Why is he more flustered than me...?
I looked down at my slightly protruding chest and covered it with my hands.

...I can see why he's flustered.

"Hey."

"Yeah."

"Um... I'm sorry. For making you uncomfortable. I'll try to wash myself."

I tried to get up and walk to the bathroom while covering my chest.
But Hyun grabbed my shoulder, stopping me.

"I'll help you bathe. I don't want you falling and hurting yourself."

"Are you sure?"

When I asked with multiple meanings, Hyun thought for a moment before nodding with a bitter smile.

"I brought you here, so I have to take responsibility."

"Wha—! *cough* *hack*!"

I swallowed my spit wrong, damn it!
I was so surprised that saliva went down my windpipe, and by the time the coughing subsided, my face was burning hot and my eyes were throbbing.

"Haa... Haa..."

"Are you okay...?"

"...Get me some water."

"I'll bring it right away."

I coughed for quite a while, but even apart from that, my throat hurt considerably.
The water Hyun brought helped a little, but my throat still felt hot and stinging.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm a bit better."

"That's good. You scared me with that sudden coughing."

That was because you...
Sigh... Never mind. Better to let it go.

I had a lot I wanted to say, but I held back and followed Hyun into the bathroom.
Since I wasn't wearing any clothes for the molting, I didn't have to go through the trouble of undressing.

Wait, so I was completely naked in front of Hyun for over an hour...?
No. Nothing happened.

As I was trying to empty my mind and think about nothing, warm water touched my toes.
Fascinated by how much clearer the sensation was than usual, I wiggled my toes and splashed the water.

"How's the water temperature?"

"It's perfect."

"Good. Let's wash your face first and do your hair last."

I nodded and held my breath.
My face was moistened with water, and a soft brush with cleansing foam was gently rubbed all over my face.

Of course, it was Hyun doing this, not me.

I always think this when Hyun bathes me, but when I was a man before, roughly squeezing cleanser into my hands and scrubbing my face wasn't washing—it was more like doing laundry with my face.

"Is it itchy anywhere?"

"No."

"Okay, I'll rinse now."

After a light face wash, he put a lot of body wash on a shower towel to wash my body.
Hyun rubbed the shower towel vigorously to create lots of bubbles, then placed it on my body and gently scrubbed.

"Huh?"

The moment the shower towel ran down my spine, I felt a burning sensation like my skin was being peeled off.

It was a kind of pain I'd never felt before. Is this what it feels like to have a layer of skin peeled off and salt water poured on it? Or like scrubbing off dead skin in the morning and then doing it again in the evening?

It went beyond refreshing—it just hurt like hell.

"Hiiiiik!?"

*Flap!!*
*Crack!*

"Aack!?"

Before I knew it, I had spread my wings wide and hit Hyun.

"A-are you okay!?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah. I dodged before it hit me, so I'm fine."

"Oh... Then what was that cracking sound...?"

I turned my head slightly to see a wall tile cleanly broken.
Hyun had seen the wings and dodged, but the wall right next to him couldn't dodge, so it was hit by my wings and shattered.

"...Sorry."

"It's okay, we can just replace the tiles. But why did you do that?"

"I don't know. Just, when you rubbed with the shower towel, it hurt so much that I..."

"It's the same shower towel we've always used. You know that."

I know that too. I've been in this house longer than Hyun, so if the shower towel had changed, I would have noticed.
...Oh.

"I think it's because of the molting..."

Could you maybe wash me with your hands instead of the shower towel...?
After I said that, silence fell in the bathroom.

*Shhhhhh...*

Only the water we hadn't turned off continued to flow endlessly.

Ch.115 - It's Not Helping.
There's this great saying on the internet:

"Did you think before you spoke?"

I don't remember exactly where it's from, but I think it was from a children's show.
...Or was it? I'm not sure, but anyway, something like that definitely existed.

The reason I'm bringing this up now is...

*Did I seriously just ask him to wash me with his hands!? Am I insane!?*

The filter in my brain temporarily shut down because I couldn't bear the pain that felt like my skin was being peeled off, and unfiltered words just tumbled out.

What did I say?
I asked to be washed by hand.

Who said it?
I did.

To whom?
To Hyun.

"Ah..."

Thinking about it carefully, there was no error in the process that led to these words. First, the cause: I molted, so my skin is sensitive. So when I scrub with a rough shower towel, it hurts like hell.

But just now when I washed my face, it was fine when I touched my face with my hands. So washing with hands shouldn't be a problem. So I should ask to be washed with hands instead of a shower towel.

There was a problem, I found the cause, and I also found a clue to solve it. So the solution is simple! Just wash with hands!
However, this solution was a thoughtless one that didn't consider the feelings of the person helping at all.

If it had ended there, I could have just kicked myself under the covers and been done with it.
But it didn't end there.

Why?
Because those thoughts I was having just spilled right out of my mouth when my brain's filter temporarily shut down!!

Seeing Choi Hyun's completely frozen expression, my brain finally switched back on and started sounding alarms like crazy.
Like a computer with error windows popping up everywhere, I froze for a moment before quietly crouching down and covering my chest with both hands.

It wasn't so much from embarrassment as it was an instinctive movement.

"Um, sorry. I must be crazy. I'll just wash myself..."

Just as I was gently moving my wings to turn off the water, Hyun's hand softly grabbed my wing.
I flinched at the strange pressure, and Hyun said with a serious expression:

"Washing with those hands might hurt you more. Now that I look, your fingernails and horns still haven't shed their skin."

"Ah, that's... right."

Looking now, just as Hyun said, my fingernails still hadn't shed their skin.
Unlike my hands, my fingernails have almost no sensation, so I had forgotten about them.

"I'll wash you. If you're okay with it, I'll use my hands, or if not, can you bear with the pain a little?"

"Ugh... the shower towel hurts too much... Oh, I know. You know that soft brush you used on my face? We could use that to wash me!"

"You want to use a facial cleansing brush for your body?"

Did you think before you spoke?
Yeah, I guess not.

"Ah... couldn't we just buy another one later...?"

"Well, we could buy another one, but won't it tickle?"

Hyun's hands and the brush's ticklishness.
The conclusion I reached after straining my brain, which wasn't working properly due to the flashing warning lights, was:

"L-let's just try it!"

Fuck it, I don't know...!!
It'll work out somehow...!!

Hyun seemed to accept it, or maybe he half gave up, as he quietly got up and brought the brush we had used for washing my face.
As I waited, swallowing nervously, Hyun applied body wash to the brush, worked up a lather, and gently placed it on my back.

My body twitched, but fortunately, it wasn't ticklish.
It wasn't that I couldn't feel anything, but it was bearable enough.

"It's not ticklish?"

"That's because I'm not moving it yet. I'm going to move it now."

Saying that, the brush began to move in circles.
The area between my shoulders and the back of my neck was somewhat bearable, but the moment it brushed against my ribs a little lower:

"Hyaang!?"

I almost spread my wings instinctively from the unbearably ticklish sensation.
Whether it was because I had already hit the wall tiles once before, or because Hyun was holding my wings, they just stiffened instead of fully extending.

Instead, the lower part of my back felt strangely stiff.
It felt like I had lifted a heavy object and strained something... Similar to a muscle cramp, but a bit worse.

"Urgh... my back hurts..."

"...The brush isn't working either, huh? Are you okay?"

"I think I pulled something..."

"Hold on, I'll tap it for you."

Saying that, Hyun began tapping just above my tailbone with his fist.
Maybe because of the water, there was a wet slapping sound echoing in the bathroom.

...Don't think weird thoughts. Right, it's definitely not a strange sound.
Thanks to that damn pink elephant theory, the sound of Hyun tapping my back started to sound strange to me.

Maybe because of that, I started feeling weird. It felt like I needed to pee, but also different from that.
It was dangerous. For the first time, both reason and instinct rang alarm bells simultaneously, and I immediately sat down.

When someone is hitting your back and you suddenly sit down, where will that fist go?
That's right, right into my back.

Thud!

"Ow!"

It didn't particularly hurt, but the sudden impact near my heart made me cry out involuntarily.

"Hey! It's dangerous to sit down so suddenly!"

"Sorry... my legs gave out..."

Since my legs really would have given out if he had continued tapping, it wasn't a lie.
Fortunately, as the impact faded, so did the strange feeling, and soon the stiffness in my back disappeared too.

"My back doesn't hurt anymore, so hurry up and wash me."

"The only option left is hands. Or do you want to continue with the brush and try to bear the ticklishness?"

"I don't care if you use hands or whatever, let's just finish this quickly..."

I'm getting tired of this...
When I sighed deeply, Hyun nodded after a moment's thought, turned off the shower, and squeezed body wash onto his hands.

"I'll try to finish as quickly as possible, so stand up and spread your arms and legs."

"That's a bit..."

It seemed like he wanted me to stand in a spread-eagle position, and as much as I wanted to finish quickly, that was a bit embarrassing...
After a brief standoff with a sullen expression, Hyun scratched his head and spoke first.

"Look, what's better—me holding your arm and scrubbing with one hand thoroughly, or using both hands to quickly rub and be done with it? Choose whatever's more comfortable for you."

Less embarrassing but takes longer, or mortifying but over in an instant.
I bit my lip slightly as I pondered this dilemma as serious as choosing between mom or dad.

But in the end, both options are equally embarrassing.
Then wouldn't it be better to get it over with quickly?

"...Just finish it quickly."

Saying that, I stood up and stretched out my arms and legs with my back to him.
Looking at myself like this, my limbs have definitely gotten longer. I've had meaningful growth.

While trying to direct my consciousness elsewhere, Hyun's palm touched my side.
Maybe because it was warmed by his body heat, the body wash wasn't cold.

Perhaps because of his callused hands, it felt like he was gently scratching my sides.
It was less ticklish than the brush, but still ticklish nonetheless.

"Hng...!"

Endure it. Enduring means it'll be over quickly.
Wow, Hyun's hands are really big...

No, not that. Think about something else.
Hmm... hmm... Ah, right.

"Um, by the waAH...! A little... laterRR... what do you want to eat...?"

Trying to speak while enduring the ticklishness made strange sounds come out.
I tried to ask in the calmest voice possible, but no matter how long I waited, no answer came.

"Hehit... Hyun...? What do you waNT... to eat?"

"...You said you wanted to eat bossam."

His strangely cold voice snapped me back to reality.

Oh right, I did say that. Shit... Why can't I get my head straight?

"Sorry, I'm a bit... nngh! out of it right now..."

"We need to finish quickly, so save the questions for later."

"Uh, uhhuht... okay..."

I might be imagining it, but Hyun's hands seemed to move faster.
He scrubbed my arms and legs vigorously, like he was doing laundry.

It was almost painful beyond being ticklish, but that was actually better.
At least it prevented strange sounds from coming out.

Unlike the shower towel or brush, using hands didn't create much lather, so when he washed my legs, he must have used more body wash because it felt strangely slippery.

"All done. Now I'll rinse you off."

Just as Hyun said, enduring a moment of embarrassment meant it was over in an instant. Hyun turned the shower back on and washed away all the body wash.

"How much body wash did you use on your legs? They're so slippery."

"...I wonder."

Did I annoy him too much...? Why is the atmosphere so heavy?
I opened and closed my mouth at his strangely cold responses before deciding to keep quiet.

I remember fighting with Hyun before when I unnecessarily opened my mouth while he was in this kind of mood.
When was that fight? I think it was in middle school, but I can't remember.

*If I can't remember, it was probably over something trivial.*

We used to fight over insignificant things all the time.
While I was thinking about that, Hyun sprayed the shower on my head.

"I'll wash your hair, so close your eyes."

"Okay."

Hyun's hands washing my hair were rougher than usual, but he still thoroughly applied shampoo, conditioner, and even treatment as always.
He's really thorough about these things.

"All done."

After turning off the shower, Hyun squeezed the water out of my hair with the same technique he used when tying it up.
After shaking my head vigorously from side to side, I felt refreshed in a way that was incomparable to before.

"Thanks. I feel much better now."

"Good, I'm glad."

When I turned around, Hyun was crouching in front of the toilet, taking out bleach.

"Why the bleach all of a sudden?"

"The wall broke earlier, remember? I'm going to fix that and clean the bathroom while I'm at it, so go ahead and dry yourself off. You can do that much, right?"

"Huh? Yeah. I can do that much. I can dry off by flapping my wings."

"Good, go on ahead then."

He's being strangely cold...
I wondered why he was suddenly acting like this, but seeing his completely stiff face, I didn't want to make things worse, so I quietly left the bathroom.

* * *

That evening.

"Cough! Hack! Kheung!?"

I caught a cold.
...Why?

Ch.116 - Stay By My Side
I haven't lived that long, but I pride myself on having consumed all sorts of creative works. I've read plenty of manga, watched some anime, and occasionally read novels.

But I've never heard of dragons catching colds before. In any story, dragons are always among the strongest beings in their universe. It doesn't make sense for such creatures to catch colds.

Yet here we are—that impossible thing is actually happening. And it's not something I heard about or something happening to someone else—I'm experiencing it firsthand.

"Nngh...! Aaaugh... *cough*, *hack*!"

This is so annoying. It's unfair.
I just finished molting and thought I could finally get some comfortable rest, but a cold...?

I slowly closed and opened my sticky eyes while taking a deep breath.
Thump, thump—with each heartbeat, my inhaled breath heated up, bringing warmth to my face and making me feel feverish.

"Phew..."

As I slowly exhaled, something like hazy cigarette smoke escaped from my mouth.
It's been like this for a while now.

*I just went to sleep because I was tired from molting...*

I can't describe how shocked I was when I woke up with pain from head to toe.
And I didn't even wake up feeling refreshed after a good sleep—I woke up because my head hurt too much.

I was already drained and sluggish from molting, and catching a cold on top of that was truly miserable.
Even just lying still made me dizzy, and with each heartbeat, the impact traveled up to my head, pounding against my brain.

With the floating sensation like being on the ocean, I stared at the ceiling from my bed and started to feel scared.
What if I actually die from being sick here? Am I going to die right here on this bed...?

"*Hack*! *Cough*! *Wheeze*!"

I'm not sure if it was my imagination, but after coughing, I thought I tasted blood in my throat.
Could I really have a fatal illness? Seriously?

"Damn... dammit..."

This wasn't living. I was in pain and miserable—it felt like the world was conspiring against me.

I wanted to thrash around, but that would only make my headache worse, so I just gritted my teeth and breathed heavily, making whistling sounds through my teeth.

"Light Dragon... Light Dragon..."

I called for Light Dragon with my hoarse voice, but the usually talkative fellow was strangely quiet today.

"Please answer me..."

I tried begging, but still no response.
Am I really dying...? Is he not answering because he's preparing to transfer to another body...?

Being in so much pain made my mind wander to dark places.
I was beyond scared—I was on the verge of tears.

Then.
With a tingling sensation, Light Dragon's voice finally came through.

[You fool.]

"Ah... what... so you were listening..."

[I only came out because you were being too anxious. I'll go back soon, so just rest quietly.]

"Why are you going back? Am I really dying...? I'm not, right...?"

[How could a being with a dragon's body die so easily, when even ordinary humans don't?]

There it was again. That "dragons are like this" talk.
That really is the answer to everything.

"*Hack*! *Cough*! Nngh... no... I feel like I'm dying..."

[It's just a common cold. It feels worse because it coincides with the molting of your Ignition Organ.]

"Nngh... Ignition Organ...?"

[Anyway, it's just the overlap of molting and a cold, so don't worry and get some sleep.]

"I can't sleep because it hurts..."

[Then just lie still quietly. Stop talking.]

The atmosphere became a bit awkward, and neither Light Dragon nor I said anything.
My whole body felt hot, so I closed my eyes briefly and took deep breaths.

"*Cough*! *Hack*, *hack*!"

[I should go now before your brain gets damaged.]

"Why...?"

[Speaking inside your head puts strain on your brain. Now that you understand, just go to sleep quietly.]

You could have said that from the beginning...
My throat hurt too much to say it out loud, but there was no response anyway, suggesting he had disappeared right after finishing his sentence.

As the room became quiet again, my headache slowly began to subside.
And with the silence, I started to hear sounds I hadn't noticed before.

Not ghost wails or anything like that—just the sound of my wheezing breath and my pounding heart.
And the sound of Hyun dragging his slippers around the living room outside.

I couldn't hear the TV. That was fortunate—if I'd heard loud laughter, my head would have hurt even more.
But wait, is Hyun not watching TV because of me?

Come to think of it, he looked strangely angry earlier when I was washing up in the bathroom...
Is he mad about the broken bathroom tiles?

"Mmm..."

Maybe because I was sick, once my thoughts started going in a negative direction, they just kept spiraling.
Finally, I couldn't stand it anymore and opened my eyes, and my inconsiderate stomach started demanding food.

"Ah..."

Right. I haven't eaten a single meal yet because I was busy molting...

"I'm hungry..."

The moment I muttered that.
The sound of Hyun's slippers briefly faded away before getting louder again.

Knock knock—

"I'm coming in."

I didn't have the energy to answer, so I just blinked blankly as the door opened and Hyun walked in.
As soon as he entered, he turned on the light, and with a click, intense brightness assaulted my eyes.

"Eeek... turn off the light..."

"If I turn it off, you can't eat."

At the mention of food, I slightly opened my eyes, but all I could see was a single bowl on a tray.
When Hyun set it down with a clatter, what was revealed was porridge ground so finely it had turned almost liquid.

No, not porridge—it was rice gruel.
I tried to turn away by sticking out my lips and rolling to the side, but my arms were too heavy, so I gave up and lay back down.

"I want pork hocks..."

"Your throat is swollen, so you can't swallow properly."

"I can chew it thoroughly..."

"You have Shark Teeth, so you don't have molars to chew properly."

"...This is annoying."

"Can't help it. You need to eat to take medicine, so sit up first."

Saying that, Hyun put his arm behind my neck and helped me sit up.
As I sat up, I felt the blood that had pooled in my head drain downward, making me dizzy.

"I'm dizzy..."

"Wait a moment. I'll help you lean against the wall."

Hyun temporarily set aside the bowl and slightly lifted me to move me toward the wall.

"Lean forward a bit."

"Okay..."

As soon as I leaned forward, my head felt so heavy that I collapsed forward.
Being flexible, I ended up with my face buried between my legs.

"Mmph..."

While I made groaning noises with my face pressed against the blanket, Hyun slowly raised my body.
Something soft touched my back. He must have put a pillow there.

"You must be really dizzy. Are you okay?"

"No, I'm not okay... My head hurts, my back hurts... My nose is blocked so it's hard to breathe, and I keep coughing... Nngh... Aaah... Damn... This is so annoying..."

"I see. Hurry up and eat, take your medicine, and go to sleep. Sleep is the best thing when you're sick."

After saying that, Hyun brought back the bowl he had temporarily set aside.

...Wait a minute.
How did he bring food right after I said I was hungry?

"Were you listening to me talking outside...?"

"I've been keeping an ear out since you were groaning in your sleep."

"I was groaning?"

I didn't know because I was asleep...

"Yeah. At first I came in thinking you were having a nightmare, but you were coughing and running a fever—it was really bad. I was about to take you to the hospital right away, but Light Dragon stopped me."

"Light Dragon? Why...?"

"He said that after molting, your body weakens for a few days, so you can catch colds and such. And if you moved in your current state, something might go wrong, so he told me to just leave you be."

Seeing that we're still at home, did he really just leave me be because Light Dragon said so?
Even if a dragon knows best about a dragon's body, I felt a bit hurt and subtly averted my eyes.

As I was sticking out my lips, Hyun scooped up some steaming gruel with a spoon and blew on it to cool it down.

"Say 'ah.'"

Since he was being so nice, it would be awkward not to eat, so I stared at the approaching spoon for a moment before taking it in one bite.

"Ah... yum..."

"How is it?"

It was completely ground up so there was nothing to chew, but I still chewed a few times before swallowing.
It was just ground rice that had been boiled, so there wasn't much flavor to speak of, but if I had to describe it...

"It's bland."

"I measured everything properly, but I guess it's too bland for your taste. Can't be helped. Bear with it."

Salty food isn't good for you.
Hyun said that as he continued feeding me the gruel.

Munch, munch...
I chewed the gruel a little before swallowing, and repeating this process, I quickly emptied the bowl that had been full.

"Want more?"

It was less than a quarter of what I usually ate, but maybe because I was sick, my stomach felt bloated, so I shook my head.
Instead, I asked about something that had been bothering me.

"...So you really didn't go? To the hospital."

"You were sick—did you think I'd just sit by and watch?"

"Then?"

"Seeing your condition, I knew you couldn't move an inch, so I just brought a doctor to the house. As it happens, among the people I've helped before, there's a university hospital director."

Hyun paused, got up, and returned with a bag full of medicine.

"So I explained the situation to him, and he gladly offered to help. I asked him to give you an injection while he was at it, and got a prescription for medicine."

Saying that, Hyun filled a spoon with medicine and held it out.

"Say 'ah.' I got powder and liquid medicine since I thought you couldn't swallow pills."

That's going to be incredibly bitter...

"You need medicine to get better. Come on. Ah."

"Ah..."

As soon as I opened my mouth slightly, the spoon went in.
At the same time, a bitterness that was truly... indescribable filled my mouth.

"Swallow it down."

"Urgh... ugh..."

The taste brought tears to my eyes, but I endured and swallowed it.

"Urgh!"

I gagged a few times, but fortunately or unfortunately, the medicine didn't come back up.

"I'll go put the bowl away. Sit up for a bit to help with digestion."

I nodded, and Hyun took the bowl and went outside.
After a brief clattering sound, Hyun came back in, wiping his hands on his t-shirt.

"Has it settled a bit?"

"Yeah..."

"Good, I'll help you lie down."

Hyun carefully laid me down on the bed and gently touched my forehead with his large hand.
He must have just done the dishes—there was a slight lemon scent, and his cool touch felt nice.

"Your fever seems to have gone down a bit. The powder medicine must be working quickly."

"Thank you..."

"Sure. If you're thankful, get better quickly. So I don't have to worry."

Looking at Hyun as he spoke with a playful smile, my heart started racing.
Strange. Why is my heart pounding? My face feels hot too.

"Look at you getting drowsy—go to sleep quickly. I'll turn off the light."

As he said that and tried to get up, I extended my wing to block him.

"...Don't go."

Stay with me.
That's where my memory cuts off.

Ch.117 - This Is Driving Me Crazy....
*Wheeze... wheeze...*

I woke up to the sound of wet breathing in my ear and slowly raised myself up.

When I turned my head, I could see Sia sleeping.
Though her breathing still had a metallic sound to it, the medicine seemed to be working properly. She was sleeping with a much more comfortable expression than when I first came in to check on her.

"...making people worry like that."

I smiled bitterly as I gently brushed aside the bangs stuck to her forehead. She must have felt ticklish because she frowned and turned her head away.
That sight, and this whole situation, was quite amusing. I smiled wryly as I got up from my seat.

It's convenient not having to worry about the bed moving since it's a stone bed.
After lying motionless for nearly two hours, I cracked my stiff neck from side to side to loosen it up.

*Crack, pop...*

Ugh, listen to those savage sounds.
Massaging my neck, which felt both numb and refreshed, I got off the bed, turned off the light, and left the room.

I had tidied up a bit before the doctor arrived earlier, but I'd only done the bare minimum, so there was still a mountain of things to clean.

"Sigh..."

I scratched my head with a deep sigh at the burnt smell filling the living room.
When I went to the kitchen, I saw a pot with a blackened bottom.

I've been living alone for years, but I never thought I'd make the mistake of burning a pot while making rice porridge.
It wasn't a mistake in controlling the heat.

With over five years of living alone, would I make such a mistake?
If I had to make an excuse, it was because the doctor arrived right when I turned up the heat, and I forgot about it while listening to what was happening.

I turned on the water and scrubbed it a few times with a steel scouring pad before putting it down again.
I heard you're supposed to sprinkle baking soda and do something with it, but I don't think I need to go that far.

"I'll just throw it away."

I gathered up the pot with its burnt bottom, put on my shoes, and went outside.
As soon as I stepped out, my phone rang in my pocket.

Who would call at this hour...? Ah.
It's Noona.

"Hello?"

["How's Sia doing?"]

"She's sleeping after taking her medicine. Thank you for your concern."

["It's nothing, that's only natural. I'm glad it wasn't anything serious. Do you know how surprised I was when you suddenly called and shouted, 'S-Sia is sick!'? I haven't seen you that flustered in years."]

She chuckled and moved the phone away from her mouth, telling me not to be embarrassed, but an S-Class Hero's ears could catch even that small sound, so it was pointless.

"I didn't say it like that."

["Oh, I'm sure you didn't. You know my work phone records all calls, right?"]

"Ah, please don't."

I let out a deep sigh at her voice, now openly laughing. She's going to tease me about this for a while. Well... thanks to her, I was able to pull myself together and get Sia treated, so I'll let it slide.

"I was grateful earlier, Noona. Thanks to you, I was able to come to my senses."

["Don't mention it. When someone who was fine suddenly gets that sick, of course you'd be surprised. Especially when it's family, not a stranger. I remember how terrified I was when I heard my husband collapsed at work."]

"Ah, you're talking about that time. You ran out in the middle of a meeting, didn't you?"

["Yes. Thinking about it now, you were quite composed, Hyun. At least you were able to listen to what others were saying."]

I couldn't even do that, so I ran out during the meeting.
I laughed along with Noona's self-deprecating voice as I stopped in front of the recycling area that I'd reached without realizing.

"Like you just said, Noona. When family is in danger, what else can you do?"

["That's true. Sia is like family to you, isn't she?"]

I lifted the burnt pot to throw it away, then hesitated and lowered my arm.
Family... Yes, Sia is family.

Of course, we're not actually blood-related, but we're like family, having lived together from birth until high school.
Now we're the only ones left in the world for each other, a unique relationship.

["—Hyun? Hello?"]

I snapped back to reality at the voice coming through the phone.

"Ah, sorry."

["What were you doing that you didn't answer? I thought something had happened again."]

"It's nothing. I just had something on my mind."

Saying that, I left the recycling area and crouched down right next to it.
I absentmindedly blinked while spinning the pot handle around and around.

"Noona, it's about the Light Dragon..."

["The alliance, you mean? What do you think?"]

I smiled bitterly at how she intercepted my question as if she already knew what I was going to say.

["Honestly... I can't trust it. How could anyone? Even without any problems, I would have hesitated to believe it, but we're talking about the Light Dragon."]

"Right. Honestly, it's hard for me to believe too."

We shook hands and called it an alliance right there, but it was natural not to trust it.
If it had just gone berserk as soon as it emerged from the Gate, that would be one thing, but this was a being that had been captured and then went on a rampage in the city after its restraints were removed.

["...Do you remember? Seven years ago in Yeouido?"]

"The Yeouido Hospital incident? Of course I remember."

Seven years ago, Yeouido, Gangnam, and Jung-Gu were the three locations with the highest concentration of Hunter hospitals.

Among them, Yeouido, being the farthest from the Gate, had many critically ill civilians as well as Hunters.

Naturally, security was tight, but seven years ago, there was exactly one time when that security completely collapsed.
It was because of a horrific incident where people in vegetative states, including corpses being prepared for funerals, were simultaneously controlled and attacked those around them.

["When I think about that incident, the idea that the Light Dragon was being controlled isn't completely unbelievable. If, as the Light Dragon says, a dragon's sleep is literally an 'induced state of suspended animation.'"]

"But aren't brain death and suspended animation different?"

["I'm not sure. That's part of why I can't be certain. But considering that Han Yeong-Seok, who's listed as dead in the documents, is walking around alive and well... it's not entirely implausible."]

Han Yeong-Seok, that name again.
The name of the man who died in the train derailment accident.

"Haah..."

["If what the Light Dragon says is true, then the berserk state caused by the weapon doesn't make sense. But if this is a lie..."]

"Then it's strange that Sia hasn't gone insane."

["Exactly. Heroes who used the Light Dragon's weapons started showing symptoms about a month after they began using them."]

This is what Noona was worried about.
If even Hunters with the strongest mental fortitude couldn't withstand the berserk state, how could Yu Sia, just a high school student, endure it?

No. Both objectively and subjectively, it would be natural for her not to withstand it.
But...

["How many months has it been since Sia became a kaiju?"]

"We passed the one-month mark a while ago."

Sia endured it.
She didn't lose her sense of self or her memories.

She did hear voices, but that was actually the Light Dragon's voice, so it couldn't simply be dismissed as auditory hallucinations.
She saw hallucinations too, but that could be explained away for the same reason.

Because the real Light Dragon appeared and turned the situation around.
I wondered if Noona was thinking the same thing as me when she groaned for a while before letting out a deep sigh.

["Right. For now... let's consider both possibilities. Whether the Light Dragon's words are true or false."]

"I'd prefer to think only on the positive side if possible."

["I'd like to think positively too, but, sigh... it's difficult."]

"I'm sorry."

["What do you have to be sorry for? This all happened because of those Harmageddon bastards."]

Both Noona and I sighed at that name coming up again.
In the end, all problems led back to Harmageddon. Like the root of all evil.

"I guess we maintain the status quo until we catch Han Yeong-Seok."

["That's how it'll be. Oh, how's the Light Dragon? Any suspicious signs or anything?"]

—Being drawn to the dragon's body is not strange either.

The Light Dragon's words came back to me at Noona's question.
At the same time, I remembered what happened today.

—Stay with me...

Sia's face looking at me with teary eyes.
Her flushed face, her weakened appearance, words and actions she would never do normally.

And—

—Wash me with your hands...

I frowned and covered my face with my hands as I felt blood rushing to my head.
You're really crazy. Get a grip, you idiot... What are you thinking about your friend...

"...Nothing unusual happened."

["That doesn't sound like nothing's wrong. Are you sure you're okay?"]

"Yes, really, nothing happened. Ugh, I thought it was almost summer so I came out in short sleeves, but it's cold. I'm going back inside now. I'll see you at the Association tomorrow."

["Hey, there really isn't something wrong, is there!? Every time you change the subject like this, I get so—!"]

"Hello? You're breaking up! I'll hang up now!"

["Hey!"]

*Click.*

Noona was shouting something, but I hung up abruptly, thinking this conversation couldn't continue.
Tomorrow when I go to work at the Association, she'll definitely interrogate me about what happened.

"Haah... Should I retire..."

I've earned enough to spend lavishly for a lifetime, so maybe I should just retire.
While saying things I didn't really mean and trying to escape reality for a moment.

Just a moment—then would I be with Sia all day?
All day... with Yu Sia... My thoughts stretched out like a panorama as I blinked blankly before dropping my head.

"...I should get ready for work."

With a deep sigh, I returned home and put the pot on the shoe rack to take off my shoes.

"Ah."

I forgot to throw away the pot too.
This is driving me crazy...

Ch.118 - Why Is He Acting Like That?
The cold went away faster than I expected.

Maybe it was thanks to Hyun's devoted care, but after lasting about two days, my fever completely disappeared on the third day. By the fourth day—today—I was back to feeling completely energetic.

My swollen throat had improved enough that I could eat normal food instead of just rice porridge. Ah, once I recovered from being sick, my appetite started coming back too.

So I immediately ordered some jokbal (pork trotters). Maybe because it had been so long since I'd eaten meat, stuffing my mouth and chewing it was absolutely amazing. Like someone mentioned, without my molars the chewing sensation wasn't quite the same, but it was still incredibly delicious.

I ended up eating a large order of jokbal and makguksu (buckwheat noodles) all by myself. I might have overeaten a bit, but it felt good to have a full stomach after so long.

Yeah, it had been ages since I'd eaten until I was stuffed. Oh, and I didn't feel guilty about devouring it all myself. I bought it with the support money I'd received recently.

I've become incredibly healthy. If I took a physical fitness test now, wouldn't I get top marks in everything?

[Didn't I tell you? You just eat a lot.]

'So what? It's not like I'm getting fat.'

[It would be stranger for a dragon's body to gain weight.]

How strange. I can catch a cold but I don't gain weight. I don't know if that's impressive or just weird.

[Getting a cold during molting happens because you're a Hatchling.]

'When do I stop being a Hatchling?'

[For ordinary dragons, it takes about 50 years, but at your rate, five months should do it.]

Ah, but in exchange, I'd have to molt every month.
I frowned deeply at the Light Dragon's voice as he chuckled while delivering this depressing news.

No, it wasn't because of the Light Dragon's voice. He's always desperate to pick fights with me anyway.

The reason I'm frowning right now is...

"Can't I skip taking that medicine?"

It's because of that damn medicine that remains even though my cold is completely gone.

"Hey, you've got sauce on your mouth."

I said this to Hyun, who was sitting right next to me, busily putting powder medicine on a spoon and squeezing liquid medicine on top of it.
But Hyun acted like he didn't hear me, just wiped my mouth with a wet wipe, and went back to mixing the powder and liquid medicines.

In just a moment, that hellish, leg-like bitter taste would enter my mouth and completely destroy my happy mood, wouldn't it?
Just imagining that medicine entering my mouth made me shudder as I felt a strange bitter taste near the back of my tongue.

"Ugh!! Aack!!"

"Whoa, you startled me. Why are you shouting like that?"

"I don't want to take the medicine!!"

"Oh really?"

Huh? Wait, can I really not take it?
A small hope sparkled as he rested the spoon on the table.

"Where are you going?"

"Just a moment."

Hyun said that and got up from his seat to go into the bedroom.
What's going on...? Why suddenly go to the bedroom...?

As I blinked, staring at the closed bedroom door, Hyun came back out.
In his hands was—amazingly—a bag of peanut caramels.

"Even if you seem better, you need to finish all the medicine you received."

"...Are you going to make me take it no matter what?"

"You have to take it no matter what."

Hyun nodded firmly as he said that, showing his stubborn determination to make me take the medicine even if the sky fell.
Is this the end...?

No...!
I still have one option left!

"My stomach feels bloated right now, so if I take that medicine, I think I'll throw it back up."

"Then let's take it a little later."

"Isn't there a way I can avoid taking it?"

"No, there isn't."

This excuse doesn't work anymore after using it for three days straight...
I pouted my lips shamelessly to show how much I disliked it, but he didn't even look at me.

"Fine... I'll take it..."

"You're giving up quickly today?"

"Yesterday I kept running away saying I didn't want it, but you put medicine in my water..."

I thought it was regular orange juice and drank it, but I was so shocked when I realized there was medicine in it...
I thought the white stuff at the bottom was sugar, so I scraped it up with a spoon and put it all in my mouth at once. It was so bitter I thought I was going to die.

"When you say it like that, it makes me sound like a criminal."

"Coercion is a crime..."

"If giving medicine to a sick person is a crime, well, I'll have to commit it. It's better than watching you groan in pain."

"Ugh...!"

My crazy heart started pounding again as he smiled and opened the peanut caramel wrapper.
I felt like I was going crazy with my heart sinking and the strange twitching at the corners of my mouth.

It's been like this for days now.
At this point, I'm tired of denying it.

But I had no choice but to deny it.
If I acknowledged it here, Hyun would no longer be just a childhood friend...

*Aah!!! Aaaack!!!*

[You're noisy.]

Aaaah!!! Get a grip!!
Why do I keep doing this?!

I squeezed my eyes shut and kept sighing at my pounding heart.
But no matter how much I sighed, the tightness in my chest wouldn't go away.

*Haah... Am I really going crazy...?*

[Just accept it already.]

"What am I supposed to accept?!"

"There you go again. No matter how much you protest, I'm still going to make you take the medicine."

"That's not what I meant!!"

Arrrgh!
I trembled with my teeth clenched, then let out a deep sigh and leaned back on the sofa.

"Fine, just give it to me quickly. Let's get this over with."

"If you'd been this cooperative from the beginning, it would have been so much easier."

"Screw you."

"Next time I'll buy you yeot (taffy) instead of caramel."

He really never lets me have the last word.
And so the spoon entered my mouth, and I trembled at the nauseating bitter taste.

When my blocked nose cleared and my appetite returned, it meant my sense of taste had returned to normal.
In other words, the medicine that had been just somewhat bitter became unbearably bitter.

I have to swallow it... I have to swallow!
Oh fuck, this is so fucking bitter...!

"Urgh! Mmph...!"

Despite thinking I needed to swallow it, my esophagus, stomach, and tongue muscles actively rejected the medicine.

Just when my stomach, unable to bear it any longer, was about to turn everything upside down...

"Here, water."

Thanks to the water that came at exactly the right moment, I was somehow able to swallow the medicine.

"Blehh...! Huu... Hueeeh... Urrrgh... Ugh!"

As I made strange noises with my tongue sticking out like a cat about to vomit, I tasted something sweet on my tongue.
When I managed to open my eyes slightly, I saw a peanut caramel placed on my tongue.

"Muh hay guh uh duh duh."

"What...did you say?"

"Muh hay guh uh duh duh ruh guh."

I was asking for a few more, but Hyun scratched his eyebrow with a puzzled mathematician's expression.
Usually he understands me when I talk like this, but why can't he suddenly understand?

"Ehyuh..."

Thinking he wouldn't understand without a direct hint, I pointed at the caramel on my tongue.

"Eh, ee guh guh un duh da ha guh."

"Uh... Oh, yeah. Sure."

Hyun, who had been staring at me blankly as if lost in thought, finally reacted with a start after a long pause.
Why is he acting like that? I blinked and thought about it, but nothing came to mind.

Only after he placed five caramels on my tongue did I finally close my mouth.
The sweet and nutty flavor filling my mouth automatically improved my mood.

"Better now?"

"Mm."

"Sigh, alright then. That's enough."

Hyun said that and started clearing the table.
I ate too, so I should help.

"Duh yah joo geh."

"You want to help?"

"Mm."

"But how can you help?"

"Bat sang um gyuh joo geh."

Because my mouth was full of caramel, my salivary glands were exploding, making it hard to speak without drooling.
Hyun looked at me and chuckled, shaking his head.

"It's fine. I can do this much by myself. And finish what's in your mouth before you talk. I can't understand you."

"Cha tteh ga ti ah ra muh geot seu myun suh."

"After knowing you for years, how could I not understand? But isn't that too sweet?"

"Jip... Jun na da ra."

"I bet. You ate five caramels. Make sure you brush your teeth after you finish, okay?"

"Um."

As Hyun got up with an "Oof," I also stood up and put my hands under the table to lift it.
Since my claws would tear through the table if they touched it, I lifted it using my palms and forearms to support it, making sure my claws didn't touch it.

It was like a waiter carrying a tray on their palm. Of course, unlike a waiter, my palms are much larger, and I'm using both hands, so it's much more stable.

No need to worry about spilling anything because I can't balance it.

"Ee jun duh neu han da go."

How did I do it?
Well... like the Light Dragon said, I practiced instead of giving up.

As I looked at Hyun with a confident smile, he looked at me with a surprised expression and then smiled.

"Thank you."

"Hmm!"

I smiled with satisfaction as I carried the table to the kitchen.
Hmm... It feels really good to be helpful for the first time.

All I did was carry the table about twenty steps, but it felt much better than just sitting around doing nothing.

"You can put it down now. I've got it."

"Okay."

Of course, I can't fold the table, but this is still huge progress.
Feeling quite satisfied, I smiled and returned to the sofa.

After washing the delivery containers and sorting the recycling in the kitchen, Hyun wiped his hands on his t-shirt, came over, and sat next to me.

"Is there anything good on TV?"

"Da si mang. Jip, ee uh na ba."

"You want me to check?"

I stretched out my legs and pulled out the remote control from under Hyun's leg.
Now that I could use my feet almost as well as hands, I placed the remote on his leg and turned on the TV to flip through channels.

"Jip, byul ruh jae mi ee neun guh ah na neh."

"You're right. Oh, I need to use the bathroom for a moment."

"Ung? Ung."

That guy's been going to the bathroom a lot lately.
Does he have urinary incontinence?

I blinked as I continued melting the caramel in my mouth.
This is really sweet. Next time I should eat them one at a time.

Ch.119 - Let's Give It A Try
The next morning.
I'd finished the three days' worth of medicine and my cold was completely gone.

This was a true recovery in every sense.
Now I don't have to take that damn medicine anymore!

"Hehehe..."

As I lay on the sofa laughing happily, Choi Hyun, who was adjusting his tie in the mirror, turned to look at me with a sour expression.
Even Heroes feel the pressure before work, huh? Well, I guess everyone's life is pretty much the same.

"Someone's in a great mood while I'm dying trying to get ready for work."

"Hey, thanks to me, you got to rest well for three days."

"That's true."

Choi Hyun chuckled, fumbled with his wristwatch, and headed for the front door.
I should see him off.

"Oof..."

With a light thud, I jumped off the sofa and followed him to the entrance.

"What time will you be home today?"

"Hmm? Not sure. If nothing comes up, I should be off on time, but if there's a lot of work, probably around 7 or 8. Why?"

"Nothing, just thought I'd wait for you so we could have dinner together if the timing works out. My cold's gone now. Let's eat something delicious. Big Bro here will treat you!"

Don't worry about money—I've got solid Monster support funds in my account now.
A whole million won! With a million won, I could order a pizza every day and still have money left over!

"We just had pork hocks yesterday. A large order with cold buckwheat noodles costs 50,000 won. Won't you run out if you spend like that?"

"W-well, that's true."

"So let's eat what we have at home today. We've been ordering out too much lately."

"Fine... okay."

"I'll call if I'm going to be late, so take care of the house. I'm off."

"Bring some ice cream when you come back."

"Sure."

I waved lightly as I watched Choi Hyun's retreating back, waving his hand.
The door closed with a thud, and silence settled over the house.

In the past, I would have thought, "Now I'm alone... what should I do? There's nothing to do... maybe I'll just sleep..." and would have sprawled out listlessly, but not anymore.

Being depressed like that doesn't change anything.
It just makes me tired and miserable all by myself.

"Alright. Let's start with cleaning."

It's okay to fail. It's okay if I'm not good at it. It's okay to be clumsy. The beginning is always difficult.
There's a reason the word "practice" exists—I can slowly improve from now on.

With a positive mindset, I'm already different!
I steeled my resolve and stood in front of the vacuum cleaner hanging on the wall.

A foreign-made Dy*** vacuum cleaner that I heard costs about a million won each.
Until recently, I wouldn't even look at it, thinking, "I'll just break it if I touch it with these hands..."

"Phew..."

Let's do this well. I said it's okay if I'm not good at it, but if I mess this up, it'll be completely destroyed.
With trembling hands, I reached out and gently wrapped both hands around the vacuum's body.

If I lift it slightly here and pull it out like this...

"Got it!"

Unlike what I'd thought—that it would be difficult to remove the vacuum with these hands—it came out really easily.
Just as the Light Dragon said, I couldn't do it because I was too scared to try, but when I actually did it, it was nothing.

"Now I hold it like this..."

I held the vacuum's pole part *very* gently and tried placing my hand on the handle.
Maybe because it was a foreign-made vacuum, the handle was generously sized, but... it was still a bit small for my much larger than average hands.

Still, better than not fitting at all.
I carefully inserted my hand, making sure my nails didn't touch anything.

"How can only three fingers fit in?"

My hands are seriously huge.
With that thought, I applied slight pressure with my index finger, and with a whirring sound, the vacuum started running.

It works. I smiled with satisfaction and thoroughly vacuumed every corner of the room.
Until the battery ran out and it turned off by itself.

After hanging the burned-out vacuum back on the wall, I went to the bathroom and carefully picked up the blue mop soaking in bleach water with my fingernails.

I didn't hesitate because I'd learned that it was okay to carefully pick up things like clothes or mops with my nails.
Next, I needed to wring out the mop... but if I grabbed it with both hands and twisted, the mop would be torn to shreds.

After thinking for a moment, I placed it on my palm and pressed down firmly with both hands like a compressor.
The water dripped out with a squishing sound, and it seemed to be wrung out pretty well.

"Done."

I carried it out and put it down on the floor.

Splash—

"...Wasn't it wrung out?"

I was surprised by the sound of something thoroughly soaked, but I decided to clean the floor anyway.
So what if it's a bit wet? It'll dry as I clean.

Since I couldn't use my hands because of my nails, I pushed the mop around with my feet, diligently cleaning every corner.
Maybe because it was so wet, the cleaned areas were gleaming, which made me smile with satisfaction.

As I continued pushing forward, using my legs as a mop handle...
Slip! I felt the mop and my left leg, which was standing on it, slide forward, and my field of vision suddenly dropped.

Of course, my right leg, which was providing balance and forward momentum, stayed in place.
What happens then?

"Owww!?"

What happens is, shit...!

With a feeling like a fireball had dropped between my thighs, I closed my legs and trembled.

My wings spread out with a whoosh, but that didn't help the situation.

"Ngggh...!"

Despite my flexibility, the surprised muscles hurt.
It felt similar to when I extended my wings and then tensed up to stop them.

"My groin... my grooooin!"

[What were you doing while I was thinking?]

"Ugh... what do you mean what was I doing? You can see..."

As I massaged my throbbing legs by pounding them with my fists, the Light Dragon, who had been quiet for a while, spoke again.

[Are you painting the entire house with water?]

"It's cleaning!"

Why doesn't he understand when he's watching directly?
It's not like I made a huge mess, and except for slipping just now, I was really diligently cleaning!

[Why are you cleaning?]

"?"

I didn't expect him to question the fundamental concept.
Both the Light Dragon and I were at a loss for words, and for a while, the only sound was me pounding my legs. After the pain subsided somewhat, I got up.

"Why am I cleaning? Well... because it feels good when it's done."

[I don't understand. If a dwelling becomes dirty, you can just burn it down completely.]

"No, then there would be no houses left."

[I just realized that human dwellings disappear when they burn. You're inconvenient creatures in many ways.]

I blinked at his words, as if he didn't know basic common sense.
Ah, I guess he wouldn't know. Dragons live in caves.

[It's not a cave, it's a lair, you idiot.]

"It's still a cave."

If it's dug into a mountain, it's a cave, not something else.
As I shrugged while saying that, the Light Dragon sighed deeply.

I won.
I smiled with satisfaction and slowly got up.

My groin area was still tingling, but it didn't hurt as much as before.
I picked up the mop with my foot, went back to the bathroom, carefully washed it clean with my feet, and came back out.

There was still some moisture on the floor, but it was clean enough that I could confidently say "it's clean."
I ran the vacuum, mopped with a wet cloth, and... that's it, right?

[Don't ask me, I wouldn't know.]

I wasn't asking the dragon who thinks burning down houses is cleaning.
I was just talking to myself.

"Well, this should be good enough."

I looked at the clock with a satisfied smile and saw that two hours had passed since Choi Hyun left for work—it was now 9:30 AM.
Normally, I would have been irritated that it wasn't even 10 yet, but now it was different.

"It's already 9:30?"

People really need to do something. I just did some cleaning, and time passed so quickly.
The way time passes is completely different from when I was lying around doing nothing. Completely different.

I sat on the sofa with a contented smile and took a deep breath.
But what should I do now?

"..."

Laundry... Choi Hyun did it all during his break, so that's done.
Dishes—I can't do them with my feet, and there aren't any dirty dishes anyway, so pass.

I would tidy up the house, but nothing is messy...
There's nothing to do except watch TV.

"Ah..."

There really is nothing to do...
As I sprawled on the sofa like a content creator who'd run out of ideas, I rolled my eyes and noticed the tuna plushie tucked away in the corner of the sofa.

"Oh, so you were there."

It's always in the same spot like some kind of object, so I didn't even realize it was there.
If the tuna plushie had ears and a mouth, it would have indignantly said, "You're the one who stuffed me here, you crazy woman," but unfortunately, the tuna plushie has neither ears nor mouth.

I picked it up and hugged it tightly, and the pleasant softness automatically brought a smile to my face.
Come to think of it, I took it with me whenever I went out, whether to court or to the Association.

"I'm not a child, you know."

Why did I carry this plushie around like that?
Was it because I was anxious?

Hmm... thinking about it, I had reason to be anxious.
Every time I went out, some kind of incident happened.

First at the hospital, I ran into the Harmageddon leader... fought fiercely with a Monster...
At the court, there was a terrorist attack, and at the Association, I met someone who inexplicably disliked me...

*Am I cursed?*

When I think about it, it really does seem like I'm cursed or something.
No, wait a minute—I didn't have the tuna plushie at the hospital, and I couldn't take it into the courtroom. And before entering the Association, I left it in Choi Hyun's car...

"Huh?"

Maybe it's not that I'm cursed, but that this plushie is special?
With that sudden thought, I held the plushie up to eye level and looked into its eyes.

After staring at the tuna plushie's round eyes for a moment, I hugged it again.

"...Should I go out?"

The protective measures have been lifted, and they said I could go out as I pleased, so it should be fine to go out once, right?
Anyway, it's better for everyone, especially me, to go outside like this rather than being cooped up at home, unable to do anything and getting depressed.

After contemplating for a while, I got up with the tuna plushie.
Let's go out. Emboldened by my cleaning success, that was the only thought in my mind.

Ch.120 - Entry Cut
Going outside requires more effort than I thought.
Not in terms of mental preparation or anything like that, but first I need to wash my face, wash my hair, and put on underwear and clothes.

For ordinary people, these are more than trivial—they're just normal things. But for me, each step was exhausting.
Still, I couldn't go out looking filthy, so what could I do? I had to do those exhausting tasks.

But I'm not giving up.
Practice, more practice.

*Hyun can't keep bathing me forever...*

I couldn't rely on Hyun forever, and more than anything, I could feel how uncomfortable he was whenever he had to wash me, so I needed to learn how to bathe myself as quickly as possible.

I'm not an idiot. I'm not completely oblivious.
I know Hyun feels uncomfortable every time he has to wash me.

It's probably because of my body.
When my body was truly like an infant's, he probably washed me without thinking much about it, but after molting, I developed some feminine characteristics, even if just a little.

If I can notice it, how could Hyun, an S-Class Hero, not?
His frequent bathroom trips lately, the bleach smell when he comes out, how strangely long he takes—all of it...

"...Haah."

This... let's not think about it.
I've been careful lately too, so there's no point in bringing it up.

Anyway, that's why I need to learn to bathe myself quickly.
Even if I can't help with my hair because of my claws, I should at least practice washing my body by myself.

"Alright."

I steeled myself, twisted my body to take off the dress and underwear I was wearing, and entered the bathroom.
Of course, by underwear I mean dolphin shorts, not panties.

So am I not wearing underwear? That's right. I don't.
This is all I can take off by myself. My body is fine, but regular underwear can't handle it...

After entering the bathroom, I paused for a moment to silently mourn the broken wall tiles, then turned on the water and wet my body.
Dragon scales, or reactive armor as they call it, meant I realized I could touch my skin with my claws to some extent, so I very gently rubbed my body with my hands to wash.

Just as I grabbed the body wash bottle to squeeze some onto my palm.
Crack...

"Oh."

Looking at the bottle after that ominous sound, I saw my claw stuck in it.
The milky white body wash flowed down like blood.

I realized the body wash bottle doesn't have reactive armor.
The punctured bottle seemed to be saying, "How unfortunate..."

"...Hmm."

I scrubbed my body with the body wash that got on my claws while occasionally glancing at the bottle.
The blood—no, the body wash—leaking from the bottle had stopped.

*The hole is pretty big, but it should be fine, right?*

It should... be fine.
Thinking that, I carefully picked up the cleansing foam bottle.

Remembering the body wash bottle that had just died, I lifted it as gently as possible and squeezed some onto my palm.
Oh, I forgot to open the cap.

I carefully hooked my teeth into the groove of the cap to open it and squeezed.
With a splurt, a huge glob of cleansing foam poured onto my palm.

"Ah."

I barely squeezed it...
Why is this so weak?

Grumbling, I closed the cleansing foam cap and gently rubbed the foam on my face.
It's nice that my hands are big enough to wash my face with just one hand.

"Pwehung!!"

Ah, cleansing foam got in my nose.
No, wait! It stings so much!!

"Krungh! Nuueh... Prung!! Unguah..."

I blew my nose and rubbed it with my forearm.
Fortunately, it hadn't gone too deep into my nose, so the pain subsided quickly after rubbing it a few times.

I've washed my face and body. I turned off the water and got out of the tub, shaking myself off.
My wet hair was disgustingly heavy, and I almost pulled a muscle in my neck while shaking like a dog, but fortunately I managed to shake off the water without major injury.

After finishing my chaotic shower, I came out, wrapped myself in a towel, and wiped off the remaining moisture.
I went to the balcony and flapped my wings hard to dry my body.

A hair dryer would be nice, but you need to use your hands with a dryer, and I can't do that, so I dry myself this way.
And this way is faster. Why?

Flap flap flap!

"Ah, I almost flew away again."

When you can create wind strong enough to make a person fly, drying your hair is no big deal.
Anyway, after drying my body and hair, I put the dress and dolphin shorts I'd taken off into the laundry basket and took out fresh clothes.

The fresh clothes were another dress and dolphin shorts.
What? Why? These are the only clothes I can put on by myself.

"Ah, it got caught on my horn again."

Damn, those horns again.
After repeating the process of taking off and putting on the dress two or three times because of surprise snags, I finally managed to get fully dressed.

"My hair's still a bit damp, but it should be fine."

It'll dry naturally as I walk around.
I've got the card Hyun gave me for lunch, and my wings are well hidden inside the dress...

"Got everything."

Good, let's go out.
I went to the entrance, put on my slippers, opened the door, and stepped outside.

After a full two weeks.
The outside world after two weeks was really... exactly the same as usual.

But that familiar feeling was nice.
But what was this strange emptiness?

"Did I forget something...?"

Ah. Right, I didn't bring my doll.
I quickly turned around, opened the front door with my foot, went in and grabbed my tuna doll, hugging it to my chest.

Now I really have everything.
If I've forgotten anything else, then I'm either a complete idiot or the world is out to get me.

After checking my belongings one final time, I left the house.
Now where should I go? I was thinking about that as I opened the firmly closed yard gate.

"Ah."

"?"

I made eye contact with a red-haired woman who was lingering in front of the doorbell.
Right, it was Ryu Hwa.

"Um..."

Ryu Hwa?
Why?

"Piyaaaaa!!"

"No, wait—!!"

Bang! I slammed the door shut and ran back into the house.
Why...! Why is that person here!! What did I do wrong!

"Tuna!! You said you'd ward off bad luck!! You said I'd be fine with you!!"

I gripped the tuna doll tightly as I shouted, but its black eyes seemed to say, "When did I ever say that, you crazy woman?"
It's my fault for believing... damn it! Right, I shouldn't have believed in such superstitions!!

"Outside is dangerous... outside is dangerous..."

The world is out to get me...
I took off my slippers, went in, and collapsed on the sofa, clutching the doll.

I'll just stay home and do nothing...
Right, what business do I have going outside? I'll just watch TV and eat pineapple pineapple Hawaiian pizza...

Sighing deeply, I got up from the sofa to call the pizza place and laid the house phone receiver on its side with my foot.
I have to do this because I can't hold it in my hand due to my claws.

I pressed the buttons with my foot to call the pizza place and switched it to speaker mode.
After a few rings, there was a click and the call connected.

[Hello, Cheese-il-jjang speaking.]

This guy still hasn't changed his store name...
I order from him because the pizza is delicious, otherwise he would have gone out of business long ago with a name like that. What kind of name is "Hemorrhoid Champion"...

"Hi, I'd like to place an order."

[Yes~]

"Hawaiian pizza with double extra pineapple topping, please."

[...Huh? Oh, yes. Got it.]

"Thank you."

Just as I was about to hang up by grabbing the receiver with my foot:

[Um... ahem, are you perhaps that student who used to order Hawaiian pizza with triple extra pineapple topping?]

"What? Oh, uh..."

Is it okay to answer truthfully...?
After hesitating briefly, I nodded. Oh right, this is a phone call.

"Yes, that's me. I ordered that a really long time ago. I'm surprised you remember."

[Of course I remember. There's no other customer who puts that much pineapple on their pizza.]

"No one else eats it like that?"

[Nope. At least not in the last 10 years. Anyway, that's fine. I'll throw in some extra service items for you.]

"Thanks, please make it delicious."

Click. I hung up and went back to the sofa to lie down.
By the way, I stashed the traitorous doll that scammed me in a corner.

"I was finally going to go outside after so long..."

So annoying...
I lay sprawled on the bed, sighing deeply for a long time.

Ding-dong—at the sound of the doorbell, I got up from the sofa, roughly fixed my messy hair with the back of my hand, and went outside.
I worried it might be that Ryu Hwa woman or whatever, but the pizza smell wafting from beyond the gate reassured me.

Right, she wouldn't still be waiting all this time. I'll just eat pizza and feel better.
Thinking that, I opened the yard gate.

"Um..."

And as soon as I opened the door, what appeared was Ryu Hwa holding a pizza box.
Why are you holding my pizza? And you still haven't gone home? Don't you have anything better to do?

And I thought you didn't like me, so why did you buy pizza?
I had a mountain of things I wanted to say, but my throat, too shocked, couldn't make any sound.

As I alternated between looking at the pizza and Ryu Hwa's face while swallowing dry saliva, Ryu Hwa slightly raised her hand.
For a moment, remembering the paper bomb that had flown at my face before, I flinched and covered my face with both hands.

"Heek...!"

"I'm not going to hit you, so don't be so scared..."

At those words, I cautiously lowered my hands, and Ryu Hwa slightly opened the lid of the pizza box to show me.
It was Hawaiian pizza with double extra pineapple—my favorite pizza.

"I heard you like this pizza. Want to eat?"

....

"...Are you stalking me?"

"It's not like that!"

Ryu Hwa shouted, but honestly, it was hard to believe.
How did she know to buy this when the pizza guy said no one else eats it this way...

"...Come in, I guess."

...Still, she was holding my pizza, so I had no choice but to let her in.
Taking my pizza hostage... she's really not like a Hero at all...

Ch.121 - Before The Hero's Era...
The word "Hero." Just hearing that name makes you feel reassured.

That's because heroes stand for justice. Setting aside ideologies and all that, they consistently stand for "justice," which is why we can trust them.

But let's say that hero becomes hostile toward me, even attacks me, and goes a step further by trying to kill me.
Could I still trust them just because they're a "Hero"?

I can say with confidence.
No way. Absolutely not.

"..."

"...*munch munch*"

...Of course, after saying all that, letting her into my home just because of a pizza is a bit of an error.
But hey, she's holding my food, so what can I do? I need to eat to survive.

And even if she did try to kill me before, she probably wouldn't act up in Hyun's house.
Yes, it's definitely not because of the pizza—it's because I believe I'll be safe in Hyun's house.

"Excuse me."

"Grrrr..."

"Ah, right... I won't disturb you while you're eating."

Let me say it again: I absolutely did not let her into the house because she was holding my Hawaiian pizza.
I glanced back and forth between the pizza and Ryu Hwa before taking a big bite.

The savory bread and cheese filling my mouth, the tangy pizza sauce, the flavorful bacon, and the pineapple that had become even sweeter after being baked.

The taste was so heavenly that I almost smiled, momentarily forgetting Ryu Hwa was right in front of me.
When I noticed her staring at me, I flinched and hardened my expression as I took another bite.

After devouring the entire pizza by myself, I pushed aside the remaining box and looked at Ryu Hwa.
She had been staring at the empty pizza box with a surprised expression, but when she felt my gaze, she turned toward me.

"I heard you eat a lot, so I bought an extra pizza... Did you finish it all?"

"How could I eat comfortably with you staring at me like that?"

"Ah, right. That makes sense. I guess I was staring too much."

She clicked her tongue and scratched her head with a bitter expression, looking strangely pitiful.
Wait, what? Pitiful? The person who tried to kill me by throwing an exploding paper at my head looks pitiful? Get a grip, Yu Sia.

She's a bad person. She's a bad person... Don't be fooled by her Hero profession...
After reminding myself of this, I looked at Ryu Hwa again.

"Ahem. So, why did you come here?"

"Ah... about that..."

Ryu Hwa seemed either embarrassed or nervous, trailing off and wiping her palms on her thighs.
Anyone watching would think I was conducting a high-pressure interview... Why is she wiping sweat from her hands when I'm the one who's much more nervous?

I want to wipe my hands too, but I can't.
...Is this some kind of power play?

Maybe it's because my first impression of her was so terrible, but everything she does seems negative to me. I looked at the other pizza box still on the table to calm myself down.

After composing myself, Ryu Hwa finally spoke.

"This might sound like deception at this point, but I felt I needed to say it, which is why I came."

"What are you trying to say...?"

"I'm sorry."

*Hiccup*.
I hiccupped involuntarily from surprise.

What? I never expected to hear an apology from her of all people, not even the tiniest bit, which made it all the more shocking.

I'm not trying to disparage Ryu Hwa, but when someone throws a bomb at your face the first time you meet them, it would be stranger to expect a good impression, wouldn't it?

"...As you said, I don't understand why you're saying this now."

"It's not strange for you to be angry."

Am I angry? I'm not sure. Maybe I'm just dumbfounded.
If I were truly angry, I'd be huffing and shouting, but instead, I've become calmer. So I'm probably not angry.

"I'm not angry. I just... really don't understand. At first, you called me the Light Dragon and threw a bomb at me, and when we met at the Association, you glared at me and nitpicked everything I did because you hated me so much. Now you suddenly show up to apologize."

I haven't seen Ryu Hwa for long or often, but I've learned one thing from her:
Heroes are hunters before they're heroes, and before that, they're just ordinary people.

People who are heroes to the bone, like Hyun or Noona Ha-Young, are truly rare.
I guess that's why they're S-Class Heroes.

"...Anything I say will just sound like an excuse. I'm sorry. That's all I can say."

As she bowed her head again, my thoughts became too complicated, and my heart fluttered.
It was funny that she was apologizing now, and it was bewildering that it felt sincere.

If you're going to be a bad person, stay a bad person until the end. Why pretend to be nice now?

This makes me feel like the bad guy for not accepting her apology...

[Why would that make you the bad guy? She's the one who did wrong, and forgiveness is at your discretion.]

'Light Dragon...'

[She came to apologize, not to be forgiven.]

I frowned at the puzzling statement.
Isn't coming to apologize the same as seeking forgiveness? What's the difference?

[If she truly wanted forgiveness, she would have begged for it. But has that woman ever mentioned forgiveness?]

...No.

[Forgiveness isn't something given easily. Especially forgiving someone who tried to take your life.]

"..."

[The grudge from nearly losing your life runs that deep.]

The grudge from losing something precious runs even deeper.
That's why you still haven't forgiven me.

'That's...'

[Of course, I have no intention of apologizing. I was being used too.]

The Light Dragon's calm voice made my mood sink.
Why bring that up now...

[It's just a bit of advice. Even if there's a grudge between you, if you're going to see each other often, there's no need to flush with anger every time you meet.]

If not that, then?

[Well. As I said earlier. Forgiveness is at your discretion.]

That's all I have to say. The rest is up to you.
With that, the Light Dragon fell silent.

I called out to him in my mind several times, but he didn't even acknowledge that he heard me.
As I chewed on my lip with my unnecessarily complicated thoughts, I suddenly remembered when I first met Ryu Hwa at the courthouse.

—I saw it with my own eyes, the flame that killed my husband!!!

Ryu Hwa's image, screaming as if spitting blood, her eyes bloodshot with burst capillaries.
Her suffering as she couldn't accept that I wasn't the Light Dragon, even though she knew it.

—The grudge from losing something precious runs even deeper.

"...Ah."

My relationship with the Light Dragon. My relationship with Ryu Hwa. The Light Dragon's relationship with Ryu Hwa.
The situations were different, but in the end, we were all victims.

Of course, Ryu Hwa trying to kill me was her fault, but I couldn't say it was entirely her fault.
As the Light Dragon said, I know all too well how immense the grudge from losing something precious, a family member, can be.

Could I forgive her?
No, do I even have the right to forgive?

Wouldn't it be deceptive to accept her apology while hiding that the Light Dragon is still alive inside me?

...I don't know. The problem was too difficult to solve.

After thinking for a long time, the conclusion I reached was...
avoidance.

"Don't apologize."

Ryu Hwa looked surprised at my words as I subtly averted my eyes.

"Let's just pretend it never happened. I ended up not getting hurt, and you've probably already talked everything out with Hyun... We only have bad memories of each other."

I know this is irresponsible avoidance.
But I'm just an ordinary citizen, a common person.

I may have become a monster, but I'm not great enough to step forward voluntarily knowing I'll be criticized.
I didn't want to be responsible for every word I said.

The best option would be to apologize to each other and move on as if nothing happened. The second-best would be to just accept her apology for trying to kill me.
The third worst would be to accept her apology and falsely claim to forgive her. The worst would be to reveal that the Light Dragon is alive inside me and start a fight.

I didn't like any of these options.

"Let's just... forget what happened then, okay?"

"...Is it because you were created based on the Light Dragon?"

"I'm not sure about that. If that were the reason, wouldn't I be going around apologizing to everyone who was harmed by the Light Dragon by now?"

I said with a bitter smile, and Ryu Hwa made an anguished expression.
She seemed to have something she wanted to say, but she just closed her eyes and opened them again without saying anything.

"I understand what you mean, but as I said earlier, this is the only thing I can say."

I'm sorry.
Ryu Hwa said that and bowed her head once more.

"Why are you apologizing? I said let's just forget about it and move on."

"Whatever the reason, it happened because of my choice, and it's my fault, so I need to take responsibility."

"Is that because you're a Hero...?"

"No, because I'm an adult before I'm a Hero."

That statement hit me like a blow to the head, and I blinked blankly.
Looking at me, Ryu Hwa smiled bitterly and got up from her seat.

"Are you leaving?"

"Forcing the issue any further would be wrong."

After gathering her things, she paused at the front door.

"I'm sorry for being pushy today. And thank you for trusting me enough to let me in. Oh, I've already paid for the pizza, so enjoy it without worry."

Ah, and there's sauce on the corner of your mouth, make sure to wipe it off. Goodbye.
With those words, Ryu Hwa left without looking back.

"An adult before a Hero..."

Even after she left, that one phrase kept circling in my mind.

Ch.122 - Impossible To Completely Hate
Before being a hero, one is an adult first.
That one sentence Ryu Hwa left behind was stuck in my head like a nail, constantly circling around.

The words she left would probably continue to circle inside me even after I defined what they meant.
Like how even after removing a nail, its mark remains clearly visible.

"Haah..."

This makes it impossible to just hate her completely...
It would have been better if she were truly evil like that man from Harmageddon, so I could hate her with a clear conscience.

Well... if that were the case, she couldn't have become a hero in the first place.
Come to think of it, Ryu Hwa was an A-Class Hero. There were rumors that she couldn't become S-Class because of personality issues, but she was still an A-Class Hero.

Considering that A-Class is right below S-Class, that alone was quite an achievement.

"Ugh..."

I knew very well that even having these thoughts meant my resolve was already wavering, but I couldn't accept it and spent a long time agonizing over it.

But eventually, I had no choice but to accept it. Of course, that doesn't mean I've forgiven her.
I just accepted that Ryu Hwa wasn't entirely a bad person.

It would have been best if I could simply accept that she was remorseful, had unavoidable circumstances, and was actually a victim herself when you looked deeper. Then I could forgive her.
If I could accept it and move on like that, it would have been ideal, but I was too petty to accept it so simply.

[You have impressive self-awareness.]

"I just know my place."

[That's just putting a positive spin on self-awareness.]

I smiled bitterly at the Light Dragon's cynical voice and leaned back against the sofa.
Why is he saying something nice for once? Is he trying to comfort me?

...No way. I'd sooner believe Hyun sees me romantically than believe the Light Dragon is trying to comfort me.
With that thought, I rested my head on the sofa.

"My stomach feels bloated."

Maybe my stomach couldn't digest properly because my brain was too busy thinking, or perhaps I ate without paying attention to whether food was going into my mouth or nose while being wary of Ryu Hwa. Either way, my stomach felt uncomfortable.

I should go for a walk to help digestion and clear my thoughts.
I got up and cleaned away the pizza box and the dining table.

I almost broke one of the table legs while cleaning up absentmindedly, but aside from a slight bend in the metal part, there wasn't any major damage, so I just stashed it in a corner and headed to the front door.

[Wipe what's on your mouth before going out.]

"Ah."

Right. I had sauce on my face. I almost went out forgetting about it.
I went to the bathroom and washed off the pizza sauce around my mouth while looking in the mirror. Since I was already there, I brushed my teeth too.

I was a bit worried that Ryu Hwa might still be waiting outside the gate, but fortunately, that wasn't the case.
Well... if she said she was leaving but then waited outside the gate until I came out, she'd be a stalker, not a hero.

'Come to think of it, how did she know I like Hawaiian pizza?'

No way...?
A chill ran down my spine, making me shudder.

Yeah... no way...
Just to be sure, I'll ask Hyun directly later. He might know something since they're both heroes.

Deciding not to worry about it too much or I'd never leave the house, I shuffled outside in my slippers.
Since I didn't have any particular destination in mind, I just started walking aimlessly.

This wasn't some unfamiliar neighborhood—I'd lived here my whole life, so I wasn't worried about getting lost and walked confidently.

'The streets are still the same.'

While many buildings had changed, the streets themselves remained the same, so I could recognize everything easily.
That way leads to school, and that alley is where Hyun and I used to play tag...

As I was walking, reminiscing about memories that were still vivid but could only be called memories now, I saw a car coming from ahead.

I moved to the side, and the man in the driver's seat glanced at me briefly before driving past.
It felt less like he was staring out of curiosity and more like he was just checking if he might hit someone on the narrow road.

'Am I not that famous?'

To be honest, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't worried about going outside.
I was concerned someone might recognize me and approach me, or that they might know I was created based on the Light Dragon, like Ryu Hwa did, and try to harm me.

[What pointless worries.]

"They're big worries to me."

[With a dragon's body, why would you worry about a mere blade?]

"That's not what I mean..."

Honestly, I'm not worried about getting hurt.
Why would I worry with reactive armor? What I'm worried about is... my face being sold on the internet and being ridiculed.

No matter how excellent reactive armor is, it can't protect against mental damage.
That's why I was worried.

[You've already been given the honorary... whatever, name of Golden Angel. You've even heard people call you that.]

"Even that is seen negatively by some people, which is why I'm worried."

Not everyone is like that, but there are definitely people who are.
Of course, it would be best if this just ended up being my paranoia.

But if it doesn't, it becomes more than just my problem.

That's what I was worried about.

[You live such a complicated life.]

"I know."

I chuckled and continued walking with renewed courage.
As someone said, it would be a waste to give up and sit down because of something like this.

"Maybe I'll go buy some ice cream."

Yeah, I'll buy a bunch and then call Hyun to tell him he doesn't need to bring any.
Won't he be incredibly surprised? "What? You went out?!" I grinned, imagining his shocked face.

After walking to where I remembered the mart used to be, I arrived at a store.
Naturally, it wasn't the same mart I knew.

The name was different, the sign was different.
Even the interior structure visible through the glass walls had completely changed—it would have been stranger not to notice the changes.

Well, as long as a mart sells goods properly, that's all that matters. What difference does it make if the store has changed?
Without thinking much about it, I stood in front of the door, and it automatically slid open.

"Welcome."

As I entered, I glanced at the counter, but the woman who had greeted me seemed busy organizing items and paid no attention to me.

Some might find this uncomfortable, but I preferred it this way.
It made me feel like I had returned to how things were before I became like this.

Humming a little tune, I stood in front of the refrigerator filled with ice cream.
Perhaps because summer was approaching, all the ice cream was on sale. Bar-type ice creams were three for 1,000 won, bread-type ones were two for 1,000 won, and so on.

'Since Hyun needs to eat too, I should buy two of each.'

No, there are discounts. I should buy three of each.
Smiling happily, I pushed the refrigerator door open with the back of my hand and took out various types of ice cream, placing them in the basket next to me.

I had to be careful not to scratch the refrigerator with my nails—that would be a disaster—so I curled my fingers like cat paws and took out the ice cream by holding it between my index and middle fingers. It took some time, but I managed to get everything by myself.

Although I mainly chose ice creams I wanted to eat, buying two of each type still added up to quite a lot.

[Are you planning to eat all of that?]

...It is a bit much.
B-but it's not just for me, Hyun will eat some too, so this amount should be fine, right?

After that excuse, the Light Dragon sighed deeply.

[Are you a pig rather than a dragon?]

Anyway, it's about efficiency... Making excuses like that, I carried the basket to the counter.
The woman sitting at the counter saw the mountain of ice cream and smiled pleasantly as she began scanning the barcodes one by one.

I felt like she was glancing at me occasionally, but it didn't go beyond that.
The emotion in her eyes was just "this person is a bit different from normal people," nothing more.

'That's unexpected...'

Honestly, this surprised me quite a bit.
It's a bit funny to be surprised by something like this now, but I couldn't help it.

It was surprising that she didn't ask questions like "What are those horns?" or "Why are your hands like that?"
Come to think of it, most people I've met, including those at the hospital, didn't bring up such things.

How should I explain this? It's like they consider it taboo.
It felt like they wouldn't bring it up first unless I initiated the conversation.

...I think I've been called a monster before, but even then, it wasn't specifically because of my horns or hands.
Well, when I was called a monster, I was running away covered in blood from head to toe.

"That'll be 34,400 won. Do you need a bag?"

"Ah, yes."

"Would you like a 10-liter bag?"

"Yes."

"With the 10-liter bag... that's 34,710 won~"

"Ah, wait a moment."

My card...
Card...

—I was wrong to trust this... shit! Yeah, I shouldn't have believed in such superstition!!

That time when I stuffed the tuna plushie in the corner of the sofa.
The card I was holding along with the plushie at that time...

"Ah."

I forgot to bring my card.
In the end, I apologized, ran all the way home to get my card, and came back to pay.

[Couldn't you have just flown?]

That wasn't wrong, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.
If I got caught later, I wouldn't have any excuse.

'I went to buy ice cream, forgot my card, so I flew home quickly.'

The moment I made that excuse, I'd be teased for at least a month, so how could I fly...

Ch.123 - If That's The Case, I'll Give You That...
There's a saying in this world.
The first time is hard, but the second time is easy.

You could use this in a negative sense, like how a needle thief becomes a cattle thief, or in a positive sense... um...
I can't quite remember, but I'm sure there's a positive meaning if you look it up.

Anyway, I think that positive saying might apply to me now.
My past self, who couldn't muster the courage to leave home, gained enough confidence after one walk to start exploring the neighborhood.

The only problem is that now I want to go outside at every opportunity, which might be a bit much.
When even Choi Hyun says, "Aren't you going out too often these days?" that pretty much says it all.

Honestly, even I think I've been going out a lot lately.
But so what? It's not like I'm committing crimes out there—I'm just taking walks.

"So you went out again today?"

"Yeah. Just went for a light walk. Summer's coming soon, and all the flowers have fallen."

The sunlight feels a bit hotter too.
I said this while leaning back against the sofa.

"You used to hate going outside so much. You're not doing anything weird out there, are you?"

"What are you talking about, you crazy person? It's nothing like that. I just get restless sitting around doing nothing at home."

When I was content to stay cooped up at home, I never felt this way.
Back then, I thought the outside world was dangerous—who knows when I might get kidnapped—so I just holed up inside.

But once I got a taste of the outside air, I couldn't control myself.
Seriously, even thinking about it now makes me shudder—how could anyone sit still watching TV for nearly 10 hours?

"Are you okay with people staring? They must look at you a lot..."

"I was worried about that too, but it's better than I expected. I don't think I'm that famous?"

"Really?"

"Yeah. People just glance at me and move on. Sometimes someone stares a bit longer, but they look away as soon as we make eye contact."

Like they say, people are surprisingly uninterested in others—they didn't pay much attention to me.
More precisely, it felt like they had more important things to worry about.

Plus, there's the taboo around human experimentation that keeps people from saying anything.

If I were the only victim in the world, I might attract more attention, but there are quite a few others besides Mr. Park Gwang-Cheol... was that his name? Anyway, that centipede guy and others, so it hasn't been much of an issue.

"But there is another problem..."

"What is it?"

"I can't ride buses. Or the subway."

With hands like these, I can't tap a card.
Well, technically I could, but the problem is I'd end up stabbing the machine with my claws.

Anyway, that severely limits my range of movement.
Even with nearly unlimited stamina, my short legs can only take me so far by walking.

Of course, I could run at full speed to go farther, but I don't want to make the breaking news as "Monster Rampaging Through Downtown."

I still get chills thinking about that breaking news report about a monster escaping from the hospital...

"It would be nice if I could ride a bicycle..."

"Maybe you could ride a unicycle?"

"...Ugh. Wouldn't falling be a disaster?"

If I accidentally fell and tried to catch myself, I'd leave claw marks all over the ground.
Hyun and I pondered in similar poses for a while.

"What if you fall backward?"

"Is concrete harder than my head?"

"I hadn't thought of that."

Why are we having such a serious discussion about something so trivial?
I chuckled, and Hyun shrugged.

"When have we ever not? But is there somewhere you want to go?"

"No? Not particularly. Why do you ask all of a sudden?"

"I was thinking I could take you along if it was on my way. I thought you brought up buses and subways because there was somewhere you wanted to go?"

I thought for a moment at Hyun's words, then shrugged.
It wasn't like I had a specific place I wanted to visit.

"Not really."

"Oh, then why?"

"I honestly don't have any particular thoughts. It's just that walking around only near the house feels, I don't know, confining? I just want to explore more."

That's why I've been gradually increasing my walking distance lately.
Just circling around the neighborhood and coming back doesn't feel like a proper walk somehow.

"Is that why you came home so late today?"

"5 PM isn't that late... is it?"

I hesitated a bit as I spoke, unsure of myself.
But really, it's not that late, right?

I made sure to check the time and get home before sunset.
I'm not a child—5 PM seems plenty early to me.

"If I could contact you, I wouldn't worry, but you can't be reached."

"Well, that's... that's..."

Hmm... I raised my hand to say something, then quietly lowered it.

I'd be worried too if someone I couldn't contact was wandering around outside.

What if something terrible happened and they couldn't be reached?
Ugh. That would drive me crazy.

"I didn't think about that."

"As long as you understand. So come with me to the Association tomorrow."

What does not being able to contact me have to do with going to the Association?
I blinked at this completely random mention of the Association.

"Why the Association all of a sudden? Didn't we do everything we needed to last time?"

I got my Honorary Hero Name, did the interview, had the health checkup... what else is there to do?
I stared blankly at Hyun, who calmly said something insane.

"To take the Hero Intern exam."

I can't believe I'm getting exam notice just one day in advance.

"What are you talking about?! I haven't studied at all!!"

"Ah, don't worry... it's just an internship. Nothing difficult. The exam is basically middle school ethics level. You just look at the questions and pick the right answers, so don't overthink it."

I stared at Hyun with a blank expression, then let out a deep sigh.

"Why am I suddenly taking an intern exam?"

"Once you pass the intern exam, you can use your abilities with the Director's permission and when accompanied by an active Hero."

That's definitely a good condition, but the requirement of being accompanied by an active Hero bothered me.

"You want to use me as a Sidekick?"

"Correct."

Hmm...
I rocked back and forth with my arms crossed, then nodded.

It wasn't a bad idea at all.

"But do we have to go to the Association to take the exam?"

"Why?"

"Just..."

To be honest, I was a bit... reluctant to enter the Association.
It wasn't the Association itself that bothered me, but rather one person there...

"Ryu Hwa is there."

"Didn't she come to apologize last time? Did something happen then?"

"No, nothing happened..."

Wait, how does Hyun know that Ryu Hwa came by?

"How do you know about that?"

"About what?"

I frowned at his innocent blinking and shouted, "Wak!"

"That Ryu Hwa came to our house!"

"Oh, that. I knew about it. Well, more accurately, I vaguely expected she would come by eventually."

"If you expected it, you should have told me... I was so shocked when I opened the door to go for a walk and made eye contact with her..."

Now I know that Ryu Hwa isn't someone I can completely hate, but at that time, I was truly terrified.

In my mind, a Hero who throws bombs at people's faces without warning was on the same level as Harmageddon.

...No, that's too harsh. Harmageddon was worse. I shouldn't compare her to those inhuman bastards.
Since I only thought this to myself, I apologized in my mind too, then sat up with my feet together.

"But what happened that made you expect that?"

"Noona asked me what your favorite food was."

Ah, so that's why she brought Hawaiian pizza. It wasn't stalking after all...
But wait.

"You expected she'd come visit just because she asked about my favorite food?"

No matter how amazing an S-Class Hero is, predicting that from just one question seems like a stretch.
I looked at Hyun with disbelief, and he let out a deep sigh.

"When that hot-tempered Noona asks what food you like with an expression that says she's dying to apologize, it would be stranger not to expect it."

"I guess that's true...?"

"And she didn't just ask generally—she specifically said, 'What food does Yu Sia like?' How could I not know what that meant?"

Well, when you put it that way, it would be strange not to realize.

"And you told her?"

"Well... she's not fundamentally a bad person, so I told her. Though I didn't expect her to come the very next day."

"She's certainly a woman of action."

"That's why she became an A-Class Hero."

That's true. They say if her personality had been better, she would have been an S-Class Hero.

"So, what happened with Ryu Hwa that's bothering you?"

"Nothing really. We just ate the pizza she brought, she apologized... and that was it."

"She really just apologized and left?"

"Yeah. But now I feel like it would be awkward if we ran into each other."

"Hmm... I get it. Let's postpone for two days then."

So going to the Association is confirmed after all.
I clicked my tongue and leaned back against the sofa.

"Why two days? Isn't the exam schedule fixed?"

"Ah, Noona Ryu Hwa will be on a business trip in two days. And the exam is always available. Heroes are perpetually understaffed."

"That makes sense."

I nodded.

Ch.124 - Why Are You Acting Like That?
As usual, I spent my time taking walks whenever I had free time, sleeping when I was tired, and before I knew it, the morning of our appointment two days later had arrived.

"All ready?"

"Yeah."

"Good, let's go."

I nodded and got into Hyun's car as we headed to the Association.
This was my second visit to the Hero Association since my health checkup.

The navigation showed 6:58 AM.
The traffic wasn't too bad since it was slightly earlier than the morning rush hour.

"But like during the health checkup, and now too. Do we always have to go this early?"

"Not particularly, but if we want to match my work schedule, we need to go early. I can't exactly take half a day off just to drive you there."

"That's true. But couldn't I have slept in and gone to the Association by myself?"

It's not like the Hero Association is hidden in some back alley. If I jogged from home, I could probably get there in about two hours.

"You complain about being driven, yet you think you'd actually jog all the way there?"

"Hmm..."

I cleared my throat and leaned back against the seat, faced with the crushing weight of his accurate assessment.
Just as Hyun said, if he had told me to sleep in and go to the Association by myself, I would have made all sorts of excuses to avoid going.

Well, maybe not avoid it completely. I probably would have arrived exactly at the test time or cut it dangerously close.
When I think about it that way, it's much better to ride with Hyun even if I'm a bit tired.

As I nodded at that thought, Hyun glanced at me through the rearview mirror and said:

"If you're really tired, you can sleep in the car. I'll wake you when we arrive."

I shrugged at Hyun's words.
I wasn't actually complaining because I was tired.

"I was just saying. If I were really tired, I would've dozed off as soon as I got in the car."

"That's true."

Before we knew it, we had arrived at the Association while chatting about various things.
I thought there would be a lot of people because of the exam, but it wasn't much different from when I came for the health checkup.

"I told you, exams happen all the time. It's kind of like a driver's license test."

"How would I know? I've never taken a driver's license test."

I haven't even held a steering wheel, let alone taken a driver's license test.
Hyun scratched his head as I shrugged.

"Just think of it as exams happening every day, and only those who apply for that day take the test."

"Ah, I get what you mean. So do formal Heroes take tests the same way?"

"No, that's different. Formal Hero exams have set dates. The Hero license is a national certification, so it's managed by the government, not the Association."

"I see..."

As I nodded and entered the Association, the familiar scene I had seen before greeted me.
This place really is flashy no matter when you see it.

I was momentarily amazed by what looked like money literally splashed everywhere, then hurried to follow Hyun who was striding ahead.

"Hey, what time is the exam anyway?"

"10 o'clock. It's 7 now, so we have three hours left."

Three hours... What am I supposed to do for three hours?

"So what am I going to do until then?"

When I looked at Hyun with that question, he shrugged with a face that said, "How would I know?"
Thinking he was serious, I stared at him for a moment, then aimed a low kick at him, annoyed by his expression with downturned lips and wide eyes.

Of course, Hyun dodged my kick without even looking and smirked.
Sighing deeply at what anyone would see as picking a fight, I pretended to walk away, then suddenly turned around and thrust my horns at him.

A surprise horn attack!
...But Hyun seemed to have anticipated even this, grabbing my horns and stopping me in my tracks.

"Not a chance."

"Ah!"

In the end, I was completely helpless with my horns caught.
I hate how powerless I become when my horns are grabbed...

[That is only natural.]

'Light Dragon?'

Suddenly popping up to say it's natural... What is he talking about?
I blinked at the Light Dragon's unexpected voice.

[A dragon's horns are a symbol of status. The longer and more beautiful the horns, the higher the status. In human terms, they serve a role similar to a crown.]

'But what does that have to do with becoming powerless when my horns are grabbed?'

[Who but an extraordinary being would dare touch a crown? Horns are only offered to those deeply acknowledged and accepted in one's heart, or to the master who holds one's leash. That is why dragons do not carelessly present their horns.]

"What...?"

Wait a minute... What did he say?
Did I mishear something?

[Is it difficult to accept? That's understandable. However, seeing how you offer your horns to Choi Hyun, one can only conclude that you have acknowledged him at an unconscious level. The reason you become powerless when Choi Hyun grabs your horns is precisely because of this.]

"No way..."

[If you find it hard to believe, think carefully about what you felt when someone other than Choi Hyun reached for your head.]

I pondered the Light Dragon's words.

How many people had patted my head or touched my horns besides Hyun?

None.
Well, maybe Ha-Young noona, but that's ambiguous so excluding her, there was no one.

No, there were people who tried, but I always dodged them first.
Wait, does that mean I really...

"Hey, are you okay?"

When the Light Dragon's voice disappeared, I could hear Hyun's voice that had been masked by it.
I turned around with a start and felt my face suddenly flush.

"Huh? Oh, yeah. I'm fine. Yeah..."

"You don't look fine. Is it because I grabbed and shook your horns?"

Hyun said that while reaching out to place his hand on my forehead.
What I had accepted without a second thought now had meaning, and I couldn't just accept it anymore.

—One can only conclude that you have acknowledged him at an unconscious level.

Remembering the Light Dragon's words, I flinched and stepped back quickly, avoiding Hyun's hand.
Surprised by my sudden evasion, Hyun blinked and stared at me.

"...Are you sure you're okay?"

"I'm fine! Really, really fine! Um... uh... ah. I need to use the bathroom!!"

I ran away, leaving Hyun with a dumbfounded expression.
I've accepted Hyun as my master? Acknowledged and accepted him deep in my heart?

So that's why I became powerless whenever he grabbed my horns?
That weird feeling and those strange sounds I made were because of that!?

"Urgh...!"

Sure, he's reliable and helps me whenever something happens, but that doesn't mean I've acknowledged him as my master!
And unconsciously accepting him as my master? What kind of crazy talk is that!!

After running like mad without looking back, I reached a secluded corner and crouched down.
My face felt hot from running so hard.

""Haah....""

""Huh?""

I turned to the side at the sound of a sigh right next to me and met eyes with a woman with black straight hair and dark circles that reached her cheekbones.
The woman who met my gaze looked at me blankly, as if she didn't understand the situation.

"Wow... you're pretty..."

I blinked at her too.
Pretty, out of nowhere... While it wasn't unpleasant to be complimented, I was more confused than anything.

After staring at each other for a moment, her eyes gradually widened before she screamed in panic.
And because she suddenly started screaming, I was startled and screamed too.

"Hiyaaaa!?"

"Uwaaaaah!!"

After the commotion died down, as I was calming my startled heart and catching my breath, she spoke with a trembling voice.

"W-who are you...?"

"That's what I want to know..."

"Ah, um... well... that is..."

Sweating profusely and fidgeting, she bowed her head deeply and introduced herself.

"H-Hero aspirant, 22 years old, P-Park So-Ah at your thervice!?"

She must be incredibly nervous to bite her tongue like that.
I just blinked blankly, unable to respond properly because she was making enough of a fuss for both of us.

Oh, I should introduce myself too.
Finally coming to my senses, I awkwardly bowed my head.

"Um... Yu Sia, 18 years old."

"Ah, yes..."

After carefully studying my reaction, she quietly returned to her previous spot and kept glancing at me nervously.
She was so obviously watching me that it was visible.

Honestly, it's really burdensome.
So much so that I almost forgot what happened with Hyun earlier.

...Ah. Damn pink elephant.

"Urgh...!!"

"Eek...!"

I covered my face with both hands and shuddered as the "Hyun is my master" theory resurfaced.
I'm crazy. I must be crazy...!!

"A-are you okay...?"

When I looked up, she was fidgeting anxiously while looking at me.
With her deathly pale face and forehead drenched in cold sweat, she looked worse off than me, yet she was the one worrying about me.

If even someone who looks worse than me is saying this...
Feeling self-loathing, I covered my face with both hands and sighed deeply.

"I want to die..."

"M-me too..."

Wait, why you?

Ch.125 - A Regrettable Person In Many Ways
Someone once said: There's no paradise where you run away to.
But they only said there's no paradise where you run away to, not that it's hell there.

"..."

"..."

I can't breathe...!
I should have just stayed next to Hyun even if it was embarrassing...!!

After I muttered that I wanted to die earlier, no words had passed between Park So-Ah sitting next to me and myself.
If only she would say something—anything—but she's been glancing at me nervously without uttering a single word, and it's suffocating.

Yet I couldn't just get up and return to Hyun's side either, because she'd look at me with that abandoned-kitten face that made it impossible to leave her behind.

You might wonder why I'm so concerned about someone I just met today, someone I've barely exchanged names with?
...It's just that she looked so fragile that I couldn't bring myself to leave her alone.

I know perfectly well this is meddling.
But as someone who's been helped many times by others' meddling, I couldn't just look away.

*What am I supposed to do in this situation....*

Of course, not being able to look away doesn't mean I can solve anything, so I'm just crouching here beside her in silence.

I glanced sideways at Park So-Ah, and our eyes met just as she was about to look my way.
When our eyes met, she flinched and turned her head away like a malfunctioning machine.

"Um..."

"Heek...! Ah, h...! Uweh!"

I blinked at her startled reaction, like she'd seen a ghost.
Is that even considered a response...? It just looks like she screamed in surprise.

While I was seriously contemplating the great dilemma of whether to consider that strange noise a response, I felt an intense gaze and turned my head.

The owner of that gaze was none other than Park So-Ah.
Despite sweating profusely, she was staring at me without averting her eyes.

That's when I realized.
That strange noise was indeed her response.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I called out to you but didn't say anything."

I left out the unnecessary comment about waiting because I wasn't sure if she had responded.
I felt like her heart couldn't handle that revelation.

"Th-! Th, hoo... I-It's okay."

Seeing her put so much effort into giving a simple response made me tense up, worried she might collapse.

"Um... Are you okay?"

"Hueh? Wh-what do you mean?"

"You seem very tense. If you're feeling unwell, would you like me to guide you outside?"

Fresh air usually helps when you're feeling anxious or suffocated.
Though I hadn't experienced it to her extent, I'd had similar experiences, so I made the suggestion. But she shook her head vigorously to decline.

"I... I'm not good at wa-wandering outside... No...! Th-that's not it, I just get very nervous around people..."

Her rambling yet determined attempt to explain was heartbreaking.
She seemed like someone trying her best but things just weren't working out. No, she herself was just heartbreaking.

"You were speaking just fine earlier."

"Ah, th-that was because I was so flustered that I just blurted out whatever came to mind... If I said anything strange earlier, I'm so sorry...!"

Since I had somewhat anticipated this, I nodded understandingly.
Just the fact that I responded "I want to die too" when she said she wanted to die says it all.

"You didn't say anything strange."

"Thank goodness..."

Park So-Ah sighed deeply in genuine relief and wiped her cold sweat with the back of her hand.
Somehow even that gesture looked pitiful.

How did someone like her end up at the Association?
She seemed like she should be receiving treatment at a hospital...

"Why did you come to the Association?"

At my question, Park So-Ah blinked blankly, then suddenly her expression darkened and she crouched down with a tearful face.

"Y-yes... Of course someone like me could never become a Hero... I'm sorry... I'm sorry... Coming to the Association without knowing my place, just causing trouble... I'm sorry... Once I calm down a bit, I'll go home..."

Her voice trembled as she spoke, like she might burst into tears at any moment.
What? Did I do something wrong? I just asked why she came to the Association...

"Um... I didn't mean it that way. I was just asking what brought you to the Association."

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

"I should be the one apologizing. I'm sorry for saying something that could be misinterpreted."

"N-no need to apologize! It was just my misunderstanding!"

I decided to keep quiet, sensing this could go on forever.
Park So-Ah took a few deep breaths, then turned her head in my direction—not quite looking at me—and spoke.

"Um... I... I came today to... t-take the Hero Intern exam."

"Oh."

"H-hehe... I don't suit it, right? S-someone like me as a Sidekick... I gathered my courage to come here, but everyone else is so bright and shining... I-I should have just stayed quietly at home... Huu... Huuu..."

What? Why is she suddenly crying?
Is this my fault too?

"Uh... Um... D-don't cry. Anyone can take the exam, right? And you haven't even taken the test yet—isn't it a waste of your effort to give up already when you've come all this way?"

Well done, me!! This time I really said the right thing!
That saying about your brain working better under extreme pressure is true!!

Even I thought my response was perfect, and as I tried to maintain my composure while looking at Park So-Ah, I noticed she was staring at me with a dazed expression.

"Um... Did I say something strange...?"

I asked cautiously, and she blinked blankly before shaking her head vigorously.
I was worried I'd stepped on another landmine...

"I'm sorry for startling you. What you said was just so similar to what a Hero once told me..."

"Ah... Is that why you're taking the Hero Intern exam too? To meet that Hero?"

"Hehehe... Is my intention that obvious...?"

Park So-Ah laughed lightly, then leaned her head against the wall with a completely different kind of smile—the kind of smile you'd see from a girl in love in dramas or comics.

"But I'm serious. Even if my actions are transparent, even if my intentions aren't pure... If I could just meet that person one more time, that would be enough for me."

"That's true love."

"Heheh, well, he's like a prince who saved my life. But... I haven't even made it to the exam room yet and I'm already trembling like this... Pathetic, right?"

I remained silent for a moment at her words.
I could relate to what she was saying.

"This hand won't work anyway," "It's dangerous outside," "It won't work out anyway, I've failed so many times before."
I had given up countless times, intimidated by such thoughts.

"Not at all."

If Light Dragon hadn't pushed me forward, I probably would have been in a situation not much different from hers.
No... She would have succeeded anyway. Unlike me, she gathered her courage and came here on her own—her foundation is completely different from mine.

She'll probably become an amazing Hero someday.
That thought made me smile bitterly.

"Just turning your thoughts into action is impressive in itself."

"Ah, hehe... That's also similar to what that Hero said."

Once we broke the ice on one topic, conversation became much easier.

Of course, since we'd only opened up about this one subject, we didn't talk much about things unrelated to Heroes, but it wasn't bad.

I didn't expect the conversation to last an hour though.
As we were running out of things to talk about, Park So-Ah, who had been crouching, stood up and patted her legs as if they were sore.

"Ugh... I'm sorry. I feel like I've been talking about myself too much..."

"It's fine. I was chatting away too."

"Hoo, hehehe... It's been so long since I've talked so comfortably with someone, I got carried away..."

As she said this with a smile, she began gathering her things.
What? She was talking like she wasn't going to leave, but suddenly she's packing up?

"Oh, are you leaving?"

"Huh? Oh, no... We can't stay here forever... A-and I've been feeling someone staring at us for a while..."

She rubbed her forearm, put her bag on her back, and cleared her throat.

"S-so, if you don't mind, would you like to h-have coffee with me...? I mean... even just until the exam, please...!"

Is this a pickup or a plea?
I nodded with a slight smile, and she beamed.

"Thank you! Coffee's on me...!"

"Because I'm an adult!" she added, clenching her fist with determination, which was both pitiful and cute.
I knew I shouldn't, but I strangely wanted to tease her.

"I can't drink coffee though."

But this is actually true.
I've never been able to tolerate coffee; my body doesn't accept it.

"Uweeh... Th-then would you like s-some iced tea instead...?"

"Yes, I'll have that."

"Phew..."

"Thank goodness..." she muttered as she started walking. Watching her back, I felt a pang of guilt and wiped under my nose with the back of my hand.
...I should buy her a slice of cake too. With that thought, I scurried after her.

Ch.126 - A Real Facepalm Moment...
I was going to go to a café with Park So-Ah, which was naturally one inside the Hero Association.
And of course, the café inside the Association was a very fa~mous franchise that had signed a contract to operate there.

Yes, that café with the mermaid logo, famous as a sanctuary for celebrities.
Could Park So-Ah—the ultimate loner who trembles at the mere sight of people's faces—actually place an order at such a place?

"Um, th-that, uh... I-ice, t-tea, and..."

She's really trying her best...
She hasn't even entered the café yet, but she's already practicing placing an order by herself.

She can't even do that properly, making it hard to tell if she's ordering or reciting an incantation.

"Excuse me."

"Huk!? Kek! Kehuk! Uhehuk!?"

Wait, why the sudden reaction!?

"A-are you okay!?"

"Went down... wrong way...! Ukek!?"

Seeing her face turn bright red while coughing continuously, I thought about patting her back, but I was afraid she might actually die if I did, so I just gently stroked her back with the back of my hand.

"Huu... Huuu... Th-thank you... You saved my life..."

"I didn't really do anything. I'm sorry for startling you."

"N-no... When I concentrate, I don't notice my surroundings well, so I probably didn't hear you... Sia isn't at fault at all..."

Isn't not seeing well different from not hearing well?
I swallowed the words I almost blurted out and nodded instead.

When we arrived at the café, Park So-Ah stood frozen like a statue, unable to take a single step.
She was trembling like a vibrator, which looked really pitiful.

Since we were in front of the café, there were many Heroes passing by, and whenever they glanced over wondering what was happening, Park So-Ah's complexion worsened.

"Phew... Huu... I-I can do this...! It's just a café, Park So-Ah...!"

As she muttered to herself like she was trying to hypnotize herself while taking deep breaths, I really...
There was so much I wanted to say, but I couldn't bring myself to say it, so I quietly approached and gently pushed her hand with the back of mine.

"Huh? Eh?"

"You don't have to do this if it's too hard."

"No...! I-I was the one who suggested going to the café first. So, I should keep my word... A-and now that I've made up my mind... I can do it...!"

Park So-Ah clenched her fist as she spoke and strode into the café... only to turn around and come right back out.

"I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry...! How dare someone like me try to enter such a sanctuary for popular people...!!"

"Did something happen?"

"A-as soon as I entered... Everyone looked at me...! Th-they must have been cursing me inside...!? Saying things like 'Why is a loner like you coming to a place like this'...!"

"That's paranoia..."

Glancing inside, I didn't see anyone cursing her with their eyes. Rather than cursing, they seemed more concerned about her.

If I had to explain, it felt more like they were thinking, "That person doesn't look well, I should help if something happens."
I might be over-interpreting, but they definitely weren't thinking anything bad.

Of course. Everyone here is either a Hero or an aspiring Hero.

Since personality and character are considered when ranking Heroes, there wouldn't be people who openly judge others or curse them inside...
Such... people...

"..."

For a moment, a flash of red crossed my closed vision.
...Well, there might be some, but even that person had their reasons.

Yeah, let's just say there aren't any.
With that thought, I tried to calm down the trembling Park So-Ah.

"Calm down. This is the Hero Association. Everyone here is probably nice. You know they mainly look at things like character when selecting Heroes, right?"

"Y-yes..."

Besides, she was sweating so much that I was worried she might collapse...
Wait, could she actually faint from dehydration at this rate?

"Oh my, hey you!"

"Hieek!?"

At the sudden cheerful voice, I looked up to see an unfamiliar person smiling brightly at me.
With slightly damp reddish-brown bob cut hair and wearing a black tank top, she was the epitome of a cool older woman.

Who is she...? I tried to search my memory for someone who looked similar, but no matter how hard I racked my brain, no information came up.

She was truly someone I'd never seen before.
Why would she be talking to me? As I looked at her with slight wariness, I felt a strange weight behind me.

"?"

When I glanced back, I saw the top of Park So-Ah's head hiding behind me.
Wait... why is someone much taller than me hiding behind me?

Maybe she knows Park So-Ah?

"Do you know her?"

"N-no... I don't know her at all... I was just surprised and before I knew it..."

While we were talking, the woman who had called out to me apologized with a wave of her hand and a smile.
Every single one of her actions was the epitome of a social butterfly.

"Ahaha, sorry, sorry. Looks like I startled you. That wasn't my intention."

"Ah... I wasn't really surprised, but do you know each other?"

"Hm? No? Oh, don't you recognize me?"

"Um..."

Could she be a famous actor or something?

I watch TV often, but I'm not really interested in actors and such, so I don't know much about them... No, since she's at the Association, she must be a Hero, right?

"I'm sorry. I don't really know."

"No, no, no need to apologize! I comforted you when you were crying in the bathroom that time, but if you don't remember, it can't be helped. I was worried when I saw Choi Hyun taking you away last time, but seeing you again makes me happy, so I unconsciously acted familiar."

"Ah..."

That time... Oh.
A memory suddenly came to mind, and my face flushed with heat.

That time was when I was crying so hard I didn't even notice who was around me. She was there then?

"Ahahat, look at your face turning red. So cute~"

She laughed pleasantly, then cleared her throat and bent her knees slightly to match my eye level.

"I'm B-Class Hero Ha Yu-Ra. You can call me Yura Unnie comfortably."

"I'm Yu Sia."

"What a pretty name. What were you doing here, Sia? You've been standing here for a while. Are you waiting for someone?"

"No, it's not that. I was just going to spend some time at the café until the exam time."

"Exam? Are you talking about the Hero Intern exam? Really? Wow... preparing your resume at such a young age..."

"It's not about preparing a resume..."

How should I explain this? That I just wanted to wander outside the house?
...No, that would just cause more misunderstandings.

"I just wanted to try taking the exam."

"Is that so? You're young but admirable."

"I'm 18 though."

"Ah. Um... sorry. I didn't know that."

Ahaha, she apologized with an awkward laugh, then nodded and stood up.

"Then as an apology, let this unnie buy you a coffee! We can also chat a bit..."

I'll also tell you a little about the upcoming exam.
The way she winked was tempting for a moment, but I shook my head.

"This person here offered to buy me coffee first."

"Ah. You already had plans. Heheh, sorry. Your unnie was being insensitive."

"It's okay. I appreciate the thought."

"Alright, alright. Good luck with the exam!"

As she was about to leave with those words, I slightly blocked her way.

"You said you'd tell me about the exam."

"Ah, sorry, sorry. I almost forgot. This exam will mainly focus on character, so do well in that area."

Oh, what? It's similar to what Hyun told me.
He said it would be like a middle school ethics test, so I should study character-related topics.

"Thank you for letting me know."

I bowed my head in gratitude, and Ha Yu-Ra smiled brightly.

"Sure, sure. Good luck with the exam, and I'll be going now. Bye~"

I bowed again to her cool departing figure, then turned around.
Park So-Ah, who had been hiding behind me without saying a word, was looking at me with quite a surprised face.

"What is it?"

"N-nothing... I was just wondering... why you declined. It was definitely a g-good offer."

"I told you earlier. I already had plans."

"It's just... t-talking with someone like her would have been m-much better than with someone like me. I'm not interesting, I'm too conscious of others... and all I can talk about is Hero-related stuff..."

"I don't mind."

I shrugged my shoulders, and Park So-Ah blinked.
In her expression, I saw a reflection of my past self.

Can I dare to do this? Would I just be a nuisance if I tried? I probably won't succeed anyway, should I just give up? My past self was filled with such negative thoughts.

After I started living with Hyun, he told me it was okay and held my hand to guide me.
And after the Light Dragon... pushed my back, I changed a lot too.

That's why I couldn't leave this person who reminded me of my past self alone.
I guess you could say I wanted to return the help I received.

"So what if you're not good at talking? I don't have much to talk about either, but isn't it good for people taking the same exam to become friends? We can help each other out. You know."

I said with a slight smile.

"Or are you backing out of buying me coffee now?"

"Th-that's absolutely not the case!"

"Then it's settled. Let's go."

"Ah... Okay. H-heheh..."

Park So-Ah laughed happily, took a deep breath, and then held her breath with a "Hup!" before striding into the café.
Seeing her much-improved demeanor, I felt strangely pleased and followed her into the café with a warm smile.

"Welcome~ How may I help you with your order~"

"Uh, um. Ah, I... I-ice tea and ice hot chocolate please...!"

Oh my god, shit...

If my hands were working properly, I would have facepalmed.

Ch.127 - Time
I somehow managed to get into the café, place my order, and take a seat.

Ice hot chocolate—if the female employee hadn't smiled and casually accepted the order, Park So-Ah would probably be dead by now.

Mentally, at least.

"Ughhhh..."

Maybe her mind was already dead.
She sipped the iced tea—no, the grapefruit-something black tea that looked like iced tea—through a straw and smacked her lips.

"..."

What's with this iced tea? It doesn't taste like what I'm used to...
Why is it bitter? There's some sweetness, but why does it just barely feel like it exists?

Isn't iced tea supposed to be sweet and tangy with a peach flavor?
With my mouth twitching at the indescribably subtle sweetness and bitterness, I leaned back against the chair and looked at the seat across from me.

Park So-Ah was still in a daze, unable to even touch the iced chocolate she had ordered.
Though for different reasons, we'd created the strange situation of having drinks in front of us that neither of us was touching.

"These things happen in life."

"My... my Starbucks debut... I can never come to Starbucks again..."

"It's okay. Embarrassment is temporary. And nobody cares, so you don't need to be so distressed."

"Ugh, uhhh... I... guess so...?"

After my heartfelt consolation, Park So-Ah cautiously regained her composure and took a spoonful of whipped cream.
Despite her anguished expression, the corners of her mouth were smiling, making her look genuinely happy. An expression where suffering and happiness coexist—how precious.

"Hehe... it's sweet..."

"But I'm surprised."

"Huh?"

"No, when you suggested coming to a café, I thought you'd drink coffee or something. I was surprised when you ordered an iced chocolate."

"Ah, I... when I get really nervous, my blood sugar drops..."

We came for coffee, but neither of us was actually drinking any.
I found that a bit funny, but Park So-Ah somehow misunderstood and started sweating profusely, hurriedly gathering her card.

"I'm, I'm sorry. I'll, I'll go buy a coffee right now..."

"That's not what I meant... It's fine, just sit down."

"Ah, okay..."

As I sipped my pseudo-iced tea with a slurping sound, Park So-Ah, who had been wiping the condensation off her cup, stared at me intently.
She was staring so obviously that I could clearly feel her gaze, which made me a bit uncomfortable.

"Would you like a taste?"

"What? Oh, no. I have my own, so I'm fine..."

"You were staring so intently, I thought you wanted some."

When I smirked and shrugged, Park So-Ah laughed awkwardly and lowered her eyes.
I thought she might have something to say, but maybe not. Just as I was thinking this, Park So-Ah raised her head.

"There's... something I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

Park So-Ah mumbled for a moment, then bit her lip slightly before taking a deep breath.
What could she possibly want to ask that made her so nervous? The feeling was contagious, and I adjusted my posture.

"What kind of relationship do you have with Choi Hyun?"

"What?"

I couldn't help but ask back, as I never expected this question.
But Park So-Ah, far from being flustered, stared at me with trembling eyes, urging me to answer.

"What kind of relationship... Why are you suddenly asking that?"

"Earlier, when Ha Yu-Ra mentioned that Choi Hyun took you away... Objectively speaking, it's remarkable for the busiest S-Class Hero in the world to make time for one person..."

"Ah."

"I-I don't have any bad intentions in asking! It's just... I was a bit curious..."

"We're friends. Just friends. We've lived in the same neighborhood since way back. Went to the same elementary and middle schools..."

"Ah, I see...! Friends... friends?"

Park So-Ah, who had been nodding and smiling, suddenly stared at me with an expression like a mathematician who'd just heard that 1 plus 1 equals 3.

"H-how...?"

The question was simple, but it contained so much.
How could we be friends with a 10-year age gap? Even if I had skipped grades to reach middle school, how could we have graduated elementary school together?

There was so much to say, but she was speechless.
Well... I suppose it doesn't matter if I tell her. As long as I hide my true identity, there's no rule saying I have to hide that I was a victim.

"I was caught up in the Great Cataclysm. No, not the Cataclysm, but the... Singularity? I was swept into a Gate and went missing for 10 years. Actually, I may be 18, but according to my resident registration, I'm the same age as Hyun."

Ah, it's not resident registration anymore, but Kaiju registration, isn't it?
I moistened my throat with a slurp of the bittersweet drink.

"I... see."

"But why do you ask so suddenly?"

Park So-Ah mumbled for a moment before hanging her head low.

"The Hero who saved me was Choi Hyun... During the Yeouido Hospital incident seven years ago, I was about to die after being stabbed, but he appeared like a prince and saved me... I've admired him ever since..."

That's why I wanted to become a Hero Intern.
Park So-Ah said this while gripping her cup tightly with both hands.

"I thought if I became an intern... I might be able to meet Choi Hyun again... That's why I applied. But... since Yu Sia... no, since you're here, I should give up, right...?"

For a while, I couldn't say anything in response to her pitiful face with tears welling up.
How should I explain this? That we're just friends? That I was originally a man so it doesn't matter?

...But I couldn't bring myself to say that, because it was no longer irrelevant.
Yet I couldn't coldly tell her to give up when she looked like she might crumble at any moment.

What should I do in this situation? What would Hyun do?
I racked my brain, but couldn't come up with a good answer. Because I wasn't Hyun.

"You don't need to give up."

So I decided to say what I could, what I most wanted to hear, what made me happiest when I heard it.

"It's okay if you're not good at it. It's okay if things don't work out. Just try it first. Nobody knows what the future holds. So don't give up."

"Ah..."

"Who knows? Maybe fate will bring you together and you'll become Hyun's sidekick. Like I said earlier, it would be a waste of all your effort to give up out of fear before you even try."

When I smiled at her, Park So-Ah, who had been staring at me blankly, looked down at her drink and blinked vacantly.
In her eyes, which I caught a glimpse of, a whirlwind of emotions was swirling.

"Why... are you saying this to me? I..."

"I don't really know either. I just thought... if Hyun were here, he might say something like that... That's all. Well... I'm not Hyun, so I could be wrong."

"Sia, you're... a really good person."

With a faint smile, she sucked up the rest of her drink through the straw in one go and stumbled a bit as she tried to stand up.
She looked quite uncomfortable, probably from drinking the cold beverage all at once.

"Ugh... I should go... prepare for the exam now..."

"Ah, okay."

"Fighting for the exam...!"

Park So-Ah, who encouraged me with a forced smile until the end, walked out unsteadily while holding her forehead.
I watched her somewhat lonely back for a moment before leaning back against the chair again.

After adjusting my posture several times due to the feeling of my wings being pressed, which I hadn't noticed earlier, I gave up and just leaned back.

"Haah..."

Was that enough?
I asked myself that question, but no satisfactory answer came.

Just... I did the best I could, so I should be satisfied with that. I tried to think that way, but I still felt uncomfortable in a corner of my heart.

—You want to use me as a sidekick now?
—Correct.

Since telling Park So-Ah to have hope, the conversation I had with Hyun kept circling in my head, tormenting me.
That I should have been honest, why did I lie?

That nothing is more painful than false hope.
My conscience pricked me like a needle.

"..."

But I...
For a long time, I stared blankly at the water dripping down the glass until the amount of iced tea, half-consumed with melted ice, doubled.

How many minutes had passed? As I was blinking vacantly, someone tapped my shoulder lightly.
Startled by the sudden contact, I turned around and met eyes with someone wearing an employee uniform.

Why an employee...? Did I leave without paying? No, that's not it. I already paid...
While racking my brain and trying to read the situation, the employee spoke first.

"Um, this might be overstepping, but I think I heard earlier that you're taking the Hero Intern exam."

"What? Oh, yes. That's right."

"Ah, I see. It's almost 9:50, so you should probably get going soon. If you're late, you won't be able to take the exam."

Wondering if it was really that late already, I looked around, and then I heard a familiar voice.

"Hey, Yu Sia!"

When I turned around, Hyun was running toward me with a deep frown.

"I was wondering where you went, and you're leisurely drinking iced tea here? Huh? Hey, if you have a mouth, answer me!"

"Ah, don't grab my horn—ow! I told you not to do that, oww!"

I tried to hit Hyun, who was grabbing one of my horns and shaking it, but since he was standing behind me, I couldn't reach him and could only struggle.

I could hit him if I used my wings, but I held back because the chair would probably be destroyed.
Just wait until you let go, I'll break your shin, I swear.

"Do you know how long I've been looking for you!? Come quickly! The exam is about to start!"

"I got it! I got it, so let go of this!"

"Hurry up, it's urgent! Did you pay?!"

"Someone else already paid for me!"

Hearing that, Hyun nodded, apologized to the employee for causing a disturbance, and then tucked me under his arm and started running.

Fortunately, we arrived at the exam site in time, and a man who appeared to be the examiner began calling attendance.
A bunch of unfamiliar names were called, and soon my name was called, and I answered. But...

"Park So-Ah. Ms. Park So-Ah? Are you not here?"

Park So-Ah wasn't there.
Or at least, that's what I thought.

BANG!!

"I-I'm sorry for being late!!"

Thank goodness...
I thought with a smile.

* * *

"Haah..."

Someone like me... Right... Someone like me was never destined to succeed anyway.
Park So-Ah sighed as she recalled meeting Choi Hyun on her way out of the café.

—Ah, e-excuse me...!

—I'm sorry! I'm in a really urgent situation right now...! If you have business, please tell the counter later! I'm sorry!

That was what Choi Hyun said before rushing into the café.
And then...

—Hey, Yu Sia!

"How pathetic."

Someone like me never had a chance anyway, yet I got my hopes up for nothing...
As she bit her lip and walked home, Park So-Ah noticed that her surroundings were strangely quiet and looked around with a start.

There were no cars on the road. No people on the street.
While it was a time when there weren't many people out, the scenery around her felt too strange.

Just then.

"You look troubled."

"Eek!?"

A snake-like man approached her.

This happened 15 minutes before the Hero Intern exam was set to begin.

Ch.128 - Uneasiness
I felt a sigh of relief when I saw Park So-Ah somehow making it into the exam room, though it had been a close call.
I'd been worried that maybe, just maybe, she had given up on the exam because of me. Fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

As I was secretly relieved and stealing glances at her, Park So-Ah briefly looked in my direction before hurriedly moving to her seat.
The moment she looked at me, though it was just for an instant, I felt something strange.

Ominous...?
No, it was closer to an unsettling feeling.

*What is this...?*

It was like that eerie feeling you get when looking into a pitch-black alley with no streetlights late at night. I couldn't understand why I was feeling this way. I couldn't even find a reason for it.

Nothing had changed since we parted at the café, so why?
It really bothered me, but there was no way to get an answer.

I couldn't exactly ask her, "Your vibe seems different from earlier."
Her expression hadn't changed, nor had her attitude.

Just... it was just unsettling, and if I said that, I knew what she'd say.
But before I could think more about it, the exam started, and I couldn't focus on anything else.

"The exam will be all short-answer questions. And Yu Sia, please follow me."

"What? Me?"

"Yes."

Why me, all of a sudden...?
I stood up since I was told to follow.

Before leaving the exam room, I glanced briefly at Park So-Ah.
She was busy solving the problems and didn't look my way.

"..."

Not wanting to be misunderstood as trying to cheat, I quickly turned my head and followed the proctor.
But why was I suddenly being asked to follow...?

Did Hyun ask them to make special accommodations for me?
No, wouldn't that be considered cheating or solicitation at that point?

Worried that Hyun might get a bad reputation because of me, I followed the proctor to another room with no one else in it.
It was much smaller than the exam room, more like a private consultation room.

"Why am I suddenly...?"

As I swallowed nervously in this unexpected situation, the proctor approached, placed the exam paper face down on the desk, and explained:

"Choi Hyun mentioned that Yu Sia would have difficulty using their hands. We need to transcribe your answers, but to prevent leaking answers, we had to bring you here."

I must have been nervous. I completely forgot about my hands.
I smiled wryly and bowed my head.

"Thank you."

"Don't mention it. The exam time is 90 minutes, and like the others, you have 20 short-answer questions. Just tell me your answers, and I'll write them down for you."

"Oh, isn't the exam time 60 minutes?"

"There's a big difference between writing with your hands and speaking your answers."

This was my first time taking an exam this way, so I didn't quite understand.
Isn't it basically the same...?

"If you're ready, we'll begin the exam."

"Yes. I'm ready."

The proctor nodded, took out a stopwatch from their pocket, and pressed the button with a beep.
They flipped over the exam paper, revealing the questions.

As soon as I saw the first question, I was speechless.
The exam was much harder than Hyun had said. How is this a middle school ethics question, you crazy bastard...

[A train with broken brakes is running down the tracks. There are 5 people on the track who will die if the track isn't switched. If you switch the track, those 5 will live, but 1 person on the other track will die. The switch is in front of you. What will you do?]

*90 minutes... I don't think that's enough...*

What... no. What...? The trolley dilemma...? Seriously?
The very first question was a bombshell.

I checked the question several times, but it was indeed the trolley dilemma.
Switch the track and one person dies, don't switch and five people die.

What would "I" do...

"?"

Wait a minute.

Reading the question again, it didn't ask what I would do with the switch.
It asked what "I" would do in this situation.

"Ah."

This is a trick question.
Since I have powerful strength, I answered that I would physically stop the train, then moved on to the next question.

The next question was similar to the first one.
At least being short-answer meant I could somehow come up with responses.

If I were a Hero.
If I became a Hero.

What would I do in this situation?
Most of the questions were like that.

*Thanks for telling me it focuses on character...*

Ha Yu-Ra, was it? If it weren't for her, I would have spent a long time pondering my answers.
There were questions like "While walking, you see an elderly person carrying a very heavy load. What would you do?"

*Is this what this jerk meant by middle school ethics questions?*

It wasn't exactly a lie, which made it more annoying.

He didn't lie, he just didn't tell the whole truth... What is he, Hermes?

I sighed inwardly and continued giving my answers.
But thinking something in your head and organizing those thoughts into spoken words were very different.

After finishing all the questions, the proctor checked them a couple of times and stopped the stopwatch.

"Good work."

"Ah, thank you for your help."

"You solved the problems much faster than the others."

"What? I did?"

The proctor nodded and showed me the stopwatch. 37 minutes 11 seconds 02.
The last 5 minutes were spent reviewing the questions at the proctor's suggestion, so I had essentially finished the exam in 30 minutes.

"You deserve the Honorary Hero Name 'Golden Angel.' Usually, it takes at least 45 minutes, even for the fastest."

I thought they might be criticizing me for rushing through it, but judging by their expression, that wasn't the case.
But wait, has that Hero name already spread? Why? It's just an honorary title...

"Golden Angel..."

As I looked at the proctor with a sour expression, they chuckled softly.

"All Hero names are like that. They need to be memorable."

"It's embarrassing."

"Haha. You'll get used to it."

The proctor neatly arranged the exam papers and gave me a slight bow.

"Anyway, good job on the exam. You'll be contacted with the results today."

"Ah, yes."

When I came out with the proctor, Hyun was there to greet me.
Hyun gave a slight nod to the proctor.

"Thank you for your work."

"It's my job. I need to go grade these papers, so I'll be off now."

The proctor said that, bowed their head, and left.

"How did you know to wait for me here?"

"I've been here for years. How would I not know? I just know these things."

That's true. I nodded as Choi Hyun shrugged and smiled.
Ah, right.

"Hey, you said they were middle school ethics questions, you jerk."

"What, were they hard?"

"I was shocked when the first question was the trolley dilemma. If I hadn't realized it was a trick question, I would've been stuck on the first one and failed."

As I sighed and looked at Hyun, he was staring at me with an astonished expression.
Judging by his face, he seemed to be thinking something strange.

"Hey, what are you thinking?"

"I'm surprised you know what the trolley dilemma is."

His expression said, "How do you know that?" I smiled and kicked him in the leg.

He must have been stunned by the trolley dilemma because my low kick landed squarely on his thigh.

"Ugh!?"

"You really look down on me. Do I seem that ignorant to you?"

"Judging by how you usually act..."

I slightly raised my leg again.

"Of course I know it."

I smirked and shrugged.

"I just remember it from a meme I saw before."

"What meme?"

"Inertia drift. Pulling the lever and then putting it back so the train runs on both tracks. I laughed so hard when I first saw that."

"That's memorable."

Chatting and laughing about such trivial things, we got into the elevator to go home.
Just as the elevator was about to descend...

"W-wait...!!"

We saw someone running toward the elevator. It was Park So-Ah.
Before I could say anything, Hyun held the elevator, and Park So-Ah immediately went to the corner to catch her breath after getting in.

"Th-thank... haa... thank, you...!"

"Don't mention it."

"Eek!? Ch-Choi Hyun!?"

"Haha, hello."

Park So-Ah couldn't respond to Hyun's greeting.
Or rather, she tried to, but it was like she had too much input and was overloaded. That kind of feeling.

"Ah, that. I, fan...! Ah, and... um... ah, uh..."

Thinking she wouldn't be able to say a word at this rate, I tapped Hyun on the back of his hand.

"This person's name is Park So-Ah, and she wants to become a Hero after you helped her during the Yeouido Hospital incident. She came to take the exam today."

"What, you know her?"

"I just met her today. She's the one I was having coffee with before the exam."

"Ah."

Hyun nodded and patted my head while smiling.

"Thank you for helping our awkward friend."

"I was the one who helped her."

"Yeah, I got it."

As we were talking normally, I felt an oddly unsettling gaze and shuddered.
When I turned my head, Park So-Ah was staring at me.

"Y-you two seem r-really... close."

"Um... we're childhood friends."

"Aah..." She sighed in admiration, nodded, and looked at me with a faint smile.

"You look good together."

Unlike earlier, Park So-Ah didn't stutter.
And at that moment, the unsettling feeling I'd been having hit me full force.

Before I could say anything, the elevator arrived at the first floor.

"W-well then. I-I'll be going now..."

Park So-Ah bowed deeply and turned around, running away as if escaping.
The unsettling feeling I had earlier was completely gone from her retreating figure.

"She seems like the nervous type."

"...Yeah."

It was so strange that I couldn't say anything more.

Ch.129 - Problem
The test results came out that evening, just as the proctor had said.
I passed. To be honest, it was unexpected. I never thought I'd pass on my first try.

So rather than feeling happy about passing, I felt more dazed.
Maybe because I heard the news while eating dinner.

"Hey, shouldn't you be happy when you hear you passed?"

"Well... it's just so sudden..."

If I had been preparing for a long time and was worried about failing, that would be one thing. But this was a situation where I didn't even know the test existed until suddenly taking it.
How could I be happy when I hadn't even been expecting or hoping for anything?

"So you don't like it?"

"It's not that I don't like it, I just feel strange. Like, should it really be this easy to pass?"

Even with a staff shortage, if someone who didn't prepare at all could pass on their first try, wasn't their screening process severely lacking?

I swallowed what was in my mouth and looked at Hyun, who smirked and shrugged.

"You have to consider the bonus points from your Honorary Hero Name."

"Oh right. You mentioned bonus points."

So maybe I didn't just pass easily...?
While I was thinking about this, Hyun put down his phone and said:

"This test actually has a low pass rate."

"Low? Why?"

There were trick questions, but the test wasn't difficult at all.
All you had to do was put yourself in each situation...

"First, people who fall for the trick questions, and second, people who think too idealistically. These two groups fail the most. Remember the first question?"

"The trolley dilemma?"

"Anyone who touches the switch automatically fails, and among those who said they'd rescue the people tied to the tracks, 40 percent failed."

"I get the first group, but why the second? Shouldn't a hero prioritize saving people?"

"You have to consider your own abilities."

That was a nice way of saying people didn't know their place.

"How far can I go, what are my capabilities, how can I rescue people quickly and safely—you need to consider all these things. That's why people who just wrote they'd save people without thinking failed."

Because an ordinary person can't outrun a train.
Hyun put down his phone as he finished explaining.

"Anyway, congratulations on passing. Now you just need to come with me tomorrow for the practical exam."

"Right."

I answered without thinking and took another spoonful of soup, but I inhaled sharply and the spicy kimchi stew punched my throat.

"Ughh!? Kack!? Ugh, khing!? Urgggh...!"

Water...!
Before I could even say it, a cup was pushed to my lips.

After catching my breath, I gulped down the water.
I thought I was going to die, damn it!

"Practical...! Ahem!! Hmm!! There's a practical exam too?"

"Heroes work in the field, so of course there is."

"Damn it! You should tell me these things in advance!! I choked because you surprised me!"

"Sorry, I didn't think you'd be that surprised."

Is that supposed to be an apology...?
I stared at him with a blank expression and then sighed deeply.

"Don't you remember how shocked I was when I found out about the test in the first place?"

"Didn't I tell you about the practical exam when you took the intern test before?"

"No, you didn't, idiot."

"Oops, I forgot."

Seeing him smile sweetly, I smiled back and extended my leg under the table to kick him in the shin.
I kicked him hard enough to feel like walking into a table corner.

"Ow?!"

Hyun jumped up after getting kicked squarely in the shin, making the table shake with a clatter.

"Please tell me these things in advance from now on. Please."

"Okay, I'm sorry."

I know he's extremely busy despite how he looks, so I can't really say more...
I sighed deeply at his bitter smile.

"So, what's on the test tomorrow?"

"First, there's a physical ability test, then a test of your personal abilities."

"Isn't that dangerous for me? If they find out I'm a Berserk Dragon, it could be a disaster..."

"I understand your concern. But don't worry. Unless you go around explicitly saying you're a Berserk Dragon, no one will find out."

I wanted to believe Hyun, but I couldn't completely trust him on this.

"How can you be so sure?"

"You've been walking around openly until now and no one found out."

That's true.
It's true, but what I'm worried about is a bit different.

"Still, isn't it risky to go in with just that assurance...?"

It's silly to worry about this now, but things get complicated here.
My appearance could be explained by human experimentation, but showing my strength is a completely different story.

"Ryu Hwa... she figured out No. 445 was a Berserk Dragon after seeing her breathe fire. Thinking about that, showing my abilities seems..."

"Testing your abilities doesn't mean revealing everything you can do. So don't worry too much. Besides, you're plenty strong even without breathing fire."

[You can't breathe fire right now anyway, so don't worry about it.]

What? Why are you suddenly popping up with strange comments? What do you mean I can't breathe fire?
As I blinked at the empty air, Hyun gave me a puzzled look before realizing something.

"Did the Berserk Dragon say something?"

"Oh right, you can't hear it."

"What did it say?"

"It says... I can't breathe fire?"

After relaying the Berserk Dragon's message, both Hyun and I could only blink in surprise.
We were discussing whether I could use it or not, and suddenly it declared I couldn't use it at all, so we were naturally confused.

"So I can't breathe fire anymore?"

"I don't know...?"

Is this a good thing?
If it means I'm moving away from being a dragon, that's good, but if it just means I can't use an ability I have, that would be... a waste.

[Sigh... You haven't molted your ignition organ yet, you fool.]

"Ah."

"What? What did it say?"

"It says I haven't molted my ignition organ yet."

But didn't I finish molting already? Why is molting suddenly coming up again?

[The ignition organ is internal. Did you think you could shed it like outer skin?]

That made sense too.
But then how am I supposed to molt the ignition organ?

[First, try to breathe fire. Keep going until the pain in your chest disappears and fire comes out smoothly.]

'So I don't need to do it right away?'

[There's no major problem except that the longer you wait, the more painful it will be when you finally breathe fire.]

That IS a major problem.
I sighed deeply and put down my spoon.

"Did you hear something bad?"

Since this wasn't something I could just brush off, I thought for a moment and then explained everything.

"To molt the ignition organ, I need to breathe fire first. I have to keep going until the fire comes out smoothly."

"That doesn't sound too problematic... Do you need to resolve this as soon as possible?"

Since it wasn't something that needed immediate resolution, I shook my head.

"It'll be more painful if I wait too long."

"Then we should resolve it as soon as possible. I'll look for a suitable place where you can breathe fire."

I nodded and went back to eating.
Since it wasn't something we could solve right away, I decided to think about it later.

* * *

"I... I really passed..."

Late in the evening, at Park So-Ah's house.
Park So-Ah muttered as she looked at the message stating she had passed with top marks.

At that very moment, Park So-Ah's phone rang.

[No Caller ID]

"Eek!?"

As if the man had been watching everything, he called right after Park So-Ah confirmed her acceptance.

With trembling hands, Park So-Ah answered the phone, and soon the man's voice came through.

"H-hello..."

[Well, what did I tell you?]

As if he knew everything, he got straight to the point without any pleasantries, making Park So-Ah shiver as she stroked her goosebump-covered arms.

"Y-yes..."

Just as the man had said, he had told Park So-Ah exactly which questions would appear on the exam and what the correct answers would be for her.

Since memorizing wasn't difficult, Park So-Ah was able to pass the exam easily by memorizing all the questions the man had told her.

But the joy of passing was short-lived as Park So-Ah realized this was undeniably cheating, and she hung her head.
What was the point of passing this way? Was this really enough?

As she thought about this, Park So-Ah bit her lip and looked down at the floor.
The man laughed softly, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.

[You seem troubled.]

He awakened Park So-Ah's mind with the same words he had used when they first met.
Coming to her senses, Park So-Ah swallowed dryly and opened her mouth.

"H-how did you know what questions would be on the test...?"

[Is that important?]

The man said this and then closed his mouth, as if waiting for an answer.
But Park So-Ah couldn't bring herself to answer and just mumbled.

After waiting briefly for a response and receiving none, the man made a "hmm" sound and continued.
Park So-Ah shuddered at the chilling sound and stroked her goosebump-covered arms.

[Well, let's call it a corporate secret.]

The man chuckled softly, and as Park So-Ah was about to say something, he continued first.

[That's not what's important. You know that well, don't you?]

"That's..."

[Yu Sia lied to you. Why do you think that is?]

"B-but..."

[Cheap sympathy? Or was it to genuinely comfort you?]

"No..."

[Yes. No. It wasn't.]

The man laughed softly and slowly constricted around Park So-Ah like a snake.

[She could say that because she knew Choi Hyun's place beside him was already hers.]

To deceive you. She was probably laughing at you inside.
Watching you nurture hope for an unattainable dream. How amusing it must have been.

[Are you satisfied with that?]

Isn't it a shame to give up after coming this far?
Are you willing to be deceived and abandoned again?

[Like during the Yeouido Hospital incident.]

Thud—the snake's fangs sank into her neck.

"...No."

Very slowly, the snake's venom began to spread.

Ch.130 - Déjà Vu
The next morning, I headed to the Association in Hyun's car just like yesterday.
When we arrived, the same scenery as yesterday greeted me.

The only difference was that unlike when I took the written test yesterday, there was now a sign giving directions to the exam location.
I stared at the sign that read "Hero Intern Practical Exam will be held in the Underground Training Room" and nudged Hyun.

"Hey. Hey hey."

"Huh? What?"

"That wasn't there yesterday," I said, pointing at the sign.

Hyun let out an "Ah" and sighed.

"For the written test, finding the exam location was part of the test."

That sounded familiar, like a line from a manga I'd read before.

"...H×nter × H×nter?"

"Now that you mention it, it's similar, but no."

Oh, not that. If he'd said yes, I was going to ask if the practical exam would involve following an examiner on a long run.
With slight disappointment, I followed Hyun as he walked on.

"Then what is it?"

"The intern exam notice clearly stated where and when the test would be held. If someone can't remember that or forgets, it means they lack the basics, right? How can someone who can't take care of themselves save others?"

"Ah. That makes sense."

Wait, doesn't that mean I'm just as unqualified...?
I was about to voice this doubt but stopped myself.

*Well, it's not like I'm really trying to become a Hero anyway, so whatever.*

With that thought, I was about to follow Hyun, but as soon as he noticed me trailing him, he stopped, grabbed my horn, and turned me in a different direction.

"???"

What is he doing? I'm not a piece of furniture he can just reposition.
I stared at him with wide eyes, and he put his hand on my head while pointing at the elevator.

"You need to go underground."

"But there's nothing for me to do down there. And there's still plenty of time before the exam starts, so why should I go down now?"

"It's done in order of arrival, so if you go down early, you'll finish early. If you go in right at the exam time, you'll have to wait a long time. Is that okay with you?"

"You should have explained that from the beginning. Fine. I'll go take the exam then."

"Good luck."

Leaving Hyun behind as he waved his hand in encouragement, I took the elevator straight down.
The Training Room is... on the third basement floor.

After pressing the button and going down, I emerged into an open space.
It looked familiar—similar to the kaijuification lab in the basement of Seongmo Hospital.

The difference was that there were chairs along the walls with people sitting in them.
If it was true that the exam was conducted in order of arrival, quite a few people were already sitting in empty chairs waiting.

There was someone with dyed yellow hair, a bald person, a woman with extremely long hair—truly all sorts of people.
The one thing they had in common was that everyone gathered here had come to take the Hero Intern practical exam.

However, one person...
A burly man sitting in a chair observing others seemed... very out of place.

*With that face as a Hero...*

I feel bad saying this, but... he really looked scary.
He looked like a thug from a movie, like he might put his arm around your shoulder and ask, "When are you going to pay me back?"

Just as I was looking at him, the man seemed to sense my gaze and slowly raised his head.
His face looked like he might say, "Keep those eyes down before I kill you," if our eyes met, so I quickly averted my gaze and shrank into a corner.

What time is it now?
I looked around for a clock but couldn't find one.

"Huff, huff, huff..."

"Urgh...! Urrrgh...!!"

Instead, I saw people preparing for the exam by stretching, doing push-ups, or punching the air.
Everyone was working so hard that I felt like I should be doing something too, and as I fidgeted, I made eye contact with the intimidating man from earlier.

"Ugh..."

Why... why is he staring at me like that? Did I do something wrong?
Did he catch me looking at him earlier?

As I swallowed nervously and fidgeted with my feet, the man stood up.
Is he coming over? He's probably going to the bathroom, right? Wait, why is he getting closer? Is there a bathroom next to me?

I quickly turned my head to check, but there was no bathroom, just a wall.
Oh... is he really coming to me?

I swallowed nervously and turned my head back, and the man I saw earlier was standing right in front of me.

"Kid."

"Eep!?"

Geez, I almost bit my tongue...
As I rolled my tongue around in my mouth to check if it was still intact while looking at the man, he knelt down on one knee to meet my eye level.

"I'm sorry, did I startle you?"

Despite his intimidating appearance, his attitude was kind and gentle, befitting someone taking the Hero Intern exam.
Feeling ashamed for judging him by his appearance, I lowered my eyes and shook my head.

"Ah, it's... it's fine."

"I see. What brings you here? Are you looking for your sister or brother?"

"No, I'm here to take the exam today..."

The man's eyes widened in surprise, then he nodded gently with a soft smile.

"I thought you were here to observe since you were sitting in the corner, but I was wrong."

"Oh, am I not supposed to sit in the corner...?"

"You're supposed to sit in order starting from the front right."

"Oh, I didn't know."

Looking in the direction he pointed, I saw that bags were indeed placed in order starting from the front right seats.
I hadn't noticed because the seats were empty, but people had just put their bags down and were preparing elsewhere.

The man smiled at me and nodded.

"It's understandable if you didn't know. This must be your first practical exam."

"Yes, this is my first time."

"You must be nervous since it's your first exam. Wait just a moment."

The man said this and returned to his seat, taking something out of his bag.
What he took out was none other than a drink.

"Your throat must be dry from nervousness. Have this to help you relax. Ah, it might be difficult to open with those hands. Here, let me open it for you."

I mindlessly accepted the drink he personally opened for me.
...This feels strangely familiar, like I've seen this scenario somewhere before.

Still, I heard the sound of the drink being opened for the first time, so it should be fine...
It's not like this is a Hunter exam—a Hero Intern wouldn't do something like that.

Just as I was thinking this and took a sip—

[It smells foul.] The voice of the Light Dragon in my head made me flinch.
But by then, the drink had already gone down my throat.

"..."

Am I... screwed?
What's this? My stomach already feels weird...

"Are you okay? You don't look well..."

"Ah, no... I'm fine... Um, did you..."

I was about to ask if he had put laxatives in the drink when the Light Dragon's voice came again.

[I was not referring to the drink. There is something more important.]

Confused by this completely different message than what I was expecting, I blinked blankly, and then I felt something tingle.
Not just a random tingling between my horns, but a clear directional pull guiding me.

As if saying, "I am here." It gave me a strange sense of déjà vu.
Should I go? But what would I do there? More importantly, what is this tingling sensation?

[It is your body resonating with my remains. You should have felt something similar before.]

What came to mind was No. 445 whom I met in court.
The voice in my head and the tingling sensation. Could it be that an experimental subject like No. 445 is here?

Harmageddon has infiltrated the Hero Association?
Feeling a sudden chill, I pressed my lips together, and the man looked at me with concern.

"What's wrong?"

I wanted to say, "Harmageddon has infiltrated the Association."
But I couldn't.

If he asked how I knew that, I would have nothing to say.
Well, I did have something to say... but the moment I brought it up, my normal life would be shattered.

"Nothing... it's nothing... Thank you for the drink, I'll enjoy it."

"Hey, kid. The exam is about to start, where are you going? Kid!"

Deliberately ignoring the man's voice, I moved in the direction the sensation was pointing.
I took the elevator to the first floor, and then to the most secluded place where people didn't go.

There, I found Park So-Ah.
She was waiting for me in the same spot as yesterday, with the same expression, as if she knew I would come.

"Ah, you... you really came..."

"Why...?"

Why is this tingling sensation pointing to Park So-Ah?
No, that can't be right? It must be my imagination?

[Why do you think?]

At the Light Dragon's words, I frowned deeply and glared at Park So-Ah.

"Why... do you have that?"

"Me? What?"

"Why do you...!"

Park So-Ah, who had been tilting her head in confusion, let out an "Ah" and took something out from inside her clothes.

"Perhaps you mean this?"

Though different in size and color, it was clearly a scale of the Light Dragon.

Ch.131 - Denial
I understood that Harmageddon's minion had infiltrated the Association.
No, that's still nonsensical, but I could somehow comprehend it.

But why was that person holding that thing?
Of all people, why would a Hero aspirant be doing this?

Could it all have been an act? Was she Harmageddon's minion from the beginning?

"You seem to be... thinking a lot."

I flinched at Park So-Ah's voice.
She smiled at my reaction and rubbed the Dragon Scale with her hand.

"Where did you get that?"

"W-why should I... tell you that...?"

"Then... do you know what you're holding?"

Please don't know. Just say you don't know.
I prayed, but Park So-Ah nodded, shattering my hopes.

"I know. It's a Berserk Dragon's scale.... T-that person gave it to me and said if I held it, Sia would come.... I was skeptical but..."

You really came...?
She said this with an unpleasant smirk.

"I-I never imagined you were actually the Berserk Dragon."

There's no point trying to reason with someone who knows this much.
Should I be honest? But would she listen even if I were?

Wouldn't honesty be better than lying?
After much deliberation, I voiced my conclusion.

"A Berserk Dragon as a Hero.... A monster that k-killed 5 million people. What nerve do you have standing beside an S-Class Hero...?"

"...I'm not the Berserk Dragon!"

"Y-you're lying again."

I gritted my teeth at her expressionless face, already treating me as identical to the Berserk Dragon.
This is ridiculous.... Stop this nonsense....

But no matter how much—

"I've never lied..."

"You just didn't tell the whole truth, right? Isn't that so? Hmph. Deceiving people like that, how many have you fooled this way?"

"What did I deceive you about?! Why are you making assumptions...!"

"Sure. That's right. People just happen to be deceived because you withhold information. Like me. Better than doing nothing? Too much effort wasted to get here? Ha, how amusing."

Her words were clearly mockery, leaving me speechless.
Looking straight at me, Park So-Ah neither stuttered nor trembled.

She continued calmly, staring at me with hatred, enunciating each word as if spitting them out.

"How much did you laugh at me inside? You must have been hysterical. Knowing Choi Hyun's position would ultimately be yours, how amusing it must have been to watch someone running toward you with just that one goal."

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

"Not what you meant? Then what? What reason did you have to say such things to me?"

"I really thought it would be a waste for you to give up there..."

"To say such things while knowing my goal—are you conscienceless or just clueless?"

This wasn't just a change in attitude. It was a dramatic transformation, as if her personality had been completely reversed.
Could someone change this much overnight?

No, I guarantee it's impossible.
Unless someone experienced a truly shocking event or was mentally ill, they couldn't change their personality this drastically overnight.

An event significant enough to alter someone's mind would have made front-page news.
But yesterday's news was unremarkable. At most, it was about the ruling and opposition parties fighting.

And she's not mentally ill.
Until yesterday, she was perfectly normal, just extremely shy.

If neither of those, then the possibilities are...
Either she was a spy from the beginning, or she was captured and brainwashed by Harmageddon.

"..."

I need to make a decision, but I don't know what to decide.
Should I subdue her as Harmageddon's minion? What if the situation escalates and everything is exposed?

It's just one scale, so maybe it's fine?
But what if Park So-Ah isn't Harmageddon's minion?

What if she's a victim too?
What if I accidentally hurt or kill Park So-Ah...

I deliberated over and over, but the conclusion remained the same. There's nothing I can do here.
I can only wait for Hyun to arrive, like a miracle.

"...What do you want?"

"Now we're talking. Hmph..."

Park So-Ah smiled at me.

"Withdraw from this exam. No, withdraw from all future Hero exams too."

She approached with large strides and looked down at me with lifeless eyes.

"Stay away from Choi Hyun. Your existence is nothing but a shackle to him."

Anger surged within me.
Who are you? Who the hell are you to try to take what's mine, you fucking bitch.

"Who are you to know anything...!"

"I know you're the Berserk Dragon, and Choi Hyun is covering for you. What will happen to Choi Hyun if people find out you're the Berserk Dragon?"

"I'm a victim too! Harmageddon made me like this...! What am I supposed to do?!"

"What does that have to do with me? Do you think people will care? In the end, you're just another monster in everyone's eyes."

I couldn't say anything to that.

—You must keep your identity as the Berserk Dragon secret. You're a victim too, but to those who suffered then, you're just a target for their unresolved rage.

Remembering those words, all strength left my body.
Come to think of it, Park So-Ah was right.

Even Ryu Hwa, an A-Class Hero, hated me for being the Berserk Dragon despite knowing I was a victim who had been transformed into a monster.
At least until we met face to face, saw each other, and learned about each other.

What about others? Ordinary people? Those who lost loved ones?
What would they think when they see me? That's why I was afraid to go outside at first.

Now I can go around because I know people don't pay much attention to me, but what if...
What if Park So-Ah publicizes that I'm the Berserk Dragon? Or even just raises the slightest suspicion?

"..."

Hyun would suffer more because of me.
He might even lose his position as an S-Class Hero.

And not just Hyun, but Ha-Young Noona who's been watching my back too.
Because of just me, both of them would suffer.

"I..."

"If you disappear from Choi Hyun's side, that's all it takes. If you do that, I won't reveal that you're the Berserk Dragon."

Hmph, hmph... Park So-Ah looked at me with that smile.
Her eyes were like a pitch-black abyss without a single point of light.

Eyes I've seen somewhere before. When was it? When...

—It hurts... It hurts. Mom...

Suddenly I remembered the eyes of the dying wolf monster. Park So-Ah's eyes resembled those.
Alive but not alive. Eyes that were as good as dead.

Feeling nauseated, I unconsciously swallowed.
I felt like I was going to vomit.

"If I disappear, that's all it takes...?"

"Yes. If you just disappear, everything will go back to normal. You'll get monthly support funds, so it's not that difficult, right?"

Just before nodding, I remembered Choi Hyun saying he had lived like a dead man for ten years, working only to find me.
Would this really be okay? Is this something I can decide on my own?

And if I leave Hyun, he'll wander around looking for me again.

I don't want that. I don't want Hyun to suffer because of me. But he'll suffer no matter which option I choose.

Knowing that drove me crazy.
Neither option works. It was too difficult to choose without hesitation.

—It wouldn't be bad to just kill her.

Even the Berserk Dragon, whom I thought was on my side, casually suggested something insane.
It's ridiculous to say such things when we know what would happen if I killed her here.

—Where else would Dragon Scale not managed by the Association come from?

Harmageddon...
So if she really is Harmageddon's minion...

—It wouldn't matter if you killed her.

"Your answer?"

Is that... so?
I stared blankly at Park So-Ah as she urged me to answer.

[...ra!]

If she really is Harmageddon's minion, wouldn't it be right to kill her here?
And she tried to take Hyun away from me. In such a dirty, petty way.

I regained strength in my hands and grabbed Park So-Ah's neck firmly.
If I apply just a little more force, this woman will die. Would that solve it?

"Kugh...! Urgh...!"

Is it right to kill a person?
One step away from crossing the line.

[Wake up, you idiot!!]

With pain like a hammer striking my head, I released my grip on Park So-Ah's neck.
What... what was I just about to do...?

"Kack, kuhack...! Kuhup...! Haa... Huck...!"

Was I just about to kill someone with these hands...? Me...?

"H-hehe... See... You are... a monster..."

"No..."

Unable to bear Park So-Ah's mockery, I fled the scene.
I'm not a monster.

Ch.132 - Resignation
Why? Why only me? Why is this happening to me?
What did I do wrong? What did I do to deserve this?

It's so unfair. I didn't choose to become like this, so why are they treating me this way?
Why are they making my life so miserable... I just wanted to live normally like everyone else, even just like yesterday...

"Is that... fucking so wrong...?"

They call me a monster? Why should I be called a monster? I didn't do anything. They made me like this, so why are they taking it out on me? Why blame me for their own misunderstandings?

Should I just kill them all now? Yeah, that's what the Light Dragon told me to do.
He's been urging me to do it in my head all this time.

If people hate me for no reason, shouldn't I give them a reason to hate me?
Should I go back and tear that fucking bitch to pieces first? Yeah, I could kill her and burn her until not even ashes remain. Then there'd be no evidence.

Yeah, should I do that? Fuck, why? Why why why fuck. What did I... fuck. Everything's fucked up. Everyone can just die.

[Get a hold of yourself.]

"Argh...!!"

A feeling like electricity shot between my horns, followed by a headache so intense it felt like my skull was splitting open.
It hurts. It hurts hurts hurts...!!!

It felt like having the flu with dozens of people grabbing my collar and shaking me at once.
Throbbing, burning, nauseating pain that made my head feel like it was being crushed.

My hands trembled uncontrollably, and I couldn't move a single step. I stopped running and just leaned against the wall, shaking violently.
If I hadn't been leaning against the wall, I would have collapsed and been crawling on the ground by now.

Human dignity?
In the face of excruciating pain, things like humanity and dignity mean nothing.

I'm experiencing that right now.

"It... hurts...! It hurts...!"

[Endure it. I'll fix it now.]

Following the Light Dragon's words, I gritted my teeth and endured the headache, which gradually began to subside.
Before long, the headache completely disappeared, and my wildly beating heart slowly returned to its normal rhythm.

As my dizzy mind cleared, my thoughts naturally diminished.
Or more precisely, all strength drained from my body and the lingering headache massaged my entire body, leaving me unable to think clearly.

"Huu... huu..."

With an overwhelming sense of exhaustion that I couldn't describe, all I could do was look up at the sky and watch the clouds drift by.
Fortunately or unfortunately, there was no one around to witness my pathetic state.

I lay quietly, trying to organize my thoughts and forget the terrible headache.
I thought about why I ran away and what I should have done.

But no good answers came.
After much deliberation, all I arrived at was false empathy.

At first I felt wronged, but yeah, thinking about it, Park So-Ah wasn't entirely wrong.
A monster becoming a Hero? Come on.

To others, I'll only ever be seen as a monster.
It's the same this time. If I had just stayed quietly at home without taking any tests or doing anything, none of this would have happened.

Looking at it this way, it's my fault again.
Haha.

Ha...

"Hic... huk..."

Why do I have to suffer like this?
What did I do so wrong?

"Hic... huk... what did I... what did I do so wrong...?"

No matter how much I cried and asked, no answer came.
The question returned to where it started.

What's the problem?

After much contemplation, the conclusion I reached was none other than my very existence.
If only I didn't exist, if only I hadn't done anything, if only I had died that day 10 years ago.

It's heartbreaking. I'm so miserable. Fuck. I hate this. I hate all of this.
Who would want to live like this? Just kill me already.

Yet even as I think this, when faced with a situation where I might actually die, I find myself desperately struggling to live.
That discrepancy made me feel so awful I thought I'd go crazy.

If I just lie here, would I eventually turn to dust and disappear?
I wish I could. I want to quietly disappear from everyone's memory, without hurting anyone or causing anyone pain.

Since I don't want to feel pain, I wish someone would kill me while I sleep.
But every time I think that, Hyun's face appears in my mind, driving me even crazier.

"Why...! Why do you keep...!"

I covered my face with both hands as I recalled Hyun's bright smile when he saved me.
Again. Hyun's face appeared again. When I thought about not wanting to lose to that woman, and even now, it's always Hyun's face that comes to mind.

I had to admit it. The only reason I'm still alive is Choi Hyun.
My family is dead, all my friends are dead, I can't go to school, I can't have a social life.

All I can do is stick to Hyun like a leech and suck his blood.
And without that, I can't survive.

I need to be by Hyun's side, but when I'm by his side, it makes things harder for him.

"..."

Tired of my thoughts going in circles, I just gave up thinking.
The headache had subsided by now, so I slowly got up, my shoulder still leaning against the wall.

I don't want to know anything, don't want to do anything, just... nothing...

"I don't want to do anything..."

After struggling for a long time, what I reached was resignation.
I wanted to disappear without any pain.

[Are you running away?]

"...There's nothing else I can do."

If I could live on my own without anyone's help, it might be different, but as things stand, my problem is no longer just my own.
As I've been saying, the moment people discover I'm the Light Dragon, it will implicate not just me but also Hyun and Noona Ha-Young.

Because of me alone, both of them would suffer. They might even lose their positions.
Knowing that, how could I ask for their help?

"I can't... I... can't do that..."

[It's frustrating just listening to you. That's what I call needless worry.] I was speechless at the sound of his snort.

"What do you mean...?"

I understood the general meaning of what he was saying, but I couldn't grasp the intent.
It felt similar to looking at a formula in math class—I know it's a formula, but I have no idea how to solve it.

[If they were really worried about such things, they wouldn't have helped you in the first place.]

"That's..."

[Don't think they're on the same level as you just because you're a coward, child.]

The Light Dragon sighed deeply and continued as if ready to pour out everything he had been holding back.

[You say with your own mouth that it's not just your problem, yet why are you trying to reach a conclusion alone and run away? Did you think someone would appreciate it? Did you think they would praise you for your noble spirit of sacrifice?]

"What do you know...!"

[At least as much as you do.]

I couldn't refute anything. No, whenever I tried to argue back, I was immediately countered.
With nothing to say, I kept my mouth shut.

[If you're that worried, go meet them and talk directly. Tell them what happened.]

"Then I'll just be a burden again..."

[Tsk, you're making me repeat myself. If that bothers you so much, didn't I tell you to think about repaying them later?]

It's already hard enough, why do you keep blaming me?
Feeling wronged, I gritted my teeth and slammed my fist into the ground.

BOOM!!

The concrete wall crumbled, and I heard murmuring from the building next door.

"Then what am I supposed to do...! When am I supposed to repay everything...! Hyun has plenty of money, he has... he has everything, so what can I possibly do for him!! And even when I try to do something, he refuses saying it's fine, so what am I supposed to do!!"

[You can repay it over your lifetime. You'll have plenty of time anyway. And even if that's not possible, don't you already know a way to help him right now?]

I blinked blankly, feeling like I'd been hit on the head.
What Hyun has been struggling with recently...

[Stop thinking unnecessarily and go back to the Association to find Choi Hyun and tell him what happened today. There's a clear answer, so stop going in circles, you idiot.]

After considering the Light Dragon's words briefly, I let my arms drop.
...Yeah. That's what I should do. Rely on Hyun again. And in the future too...

The unresolved uneasiness felt bad, but as the Light Dragon said, there was a clear answer to the situation, so I had no choice.
Either I go back to the Association, or I live as a fugitive for the rest of my life.

I had the same dilemma when I escaped from the hospital, and back then I also concluded that I needed Hyun's help, so this time is no different.

Consoling myself with that thought, I slowly made my way back to the Association.
Strangely enough, when I returned, the atmosphere was exactly the same as when I had fled. As if nothing had happened.

What felt like such a huge event to me seemed like nothing at all to the place where the problem occurred, which gave me a strange feeling.
However...

"Hey, Yu Sia. Why do you look like that?"

"Hyun..."

This time too, Hyun was the only one looking out for me.
Grateful for that fact, I decided to rely on Hyun once again.

Ch.133 - A Little Bit Of Courage
As soon as Hyun saw me, he rushed over and brushed the dust off my body.

"Were you crying?"

"I wasn't crying..."

"Your eyes are all red and swollen, so you definitely were. And why is there so much dust on your clothes? It's not like you were rolling on the ground."

I couldn't answer because I actually had been rolling on the ground after my headache ended.
Hyun looked at me with concern and examined my body.

"...Did you really roll around? Are you hurt?"

"I just slipped."

"At least make up a believable lie. It's obvious you ran out because something happened. The proctor called me earlier. Said Yu Sia didn't show up for the exam and was disqualified."

"Why would they contact you...?"

"Because I'm your guardian."

Oh right, that's true.
When I belatedly remembered this fact and avoided Hyun's eyes, he let out a deep sigh.

"Who did this to you?"

His question was filled with certainty, as if he already knew roughly what had happened. I stammered, unable to speak.

I needed to tell him what happened, but the words got stuck in my throat.
I couldn't say anything, worried someone might overhear us.

"Well..."

As I stood there stammering, Hyun watched me for a while and silently rubbed his lips.

"I can't... talk about it here..."

Seeing me like this, Hyun silently took my hand and gently pulled me along.
Knowing this meant I should follow him, I went along without resistance.

The place Hyun took me was his office.
The first thing I felt upon entering was the same feeling I had when I first entered Hyun's house.

The one difference from his house was that while his home was at least somewhat decorated, Hyun's office had absolutely nothing in it.
It was a barren room with nothing except a nameplate that read "S-Class Hero Choi Hyun."

If not for the nameplate, it would have been impossible to tell if this was an office or a storage room.

"It's empty, isn't it? I rarely use the office except when I'm working, so there's nothing here."

Hyun said with a forced smile, then paused for a moment and scratched his head.

"It might be awkward to just start talking, so let's have something to eat to help you relax. Wait, I'm sure I left some candy in here somewhere..."

Before I could answer, Hyun had already finished his self-conversation and started rummaging through the drawers.
What he pulled out was a lollipop.

It must have been quite old because the wrapper was difficult to open. Seeing this, Hyun sighed deeply and put the lollipop down.

"...Sorry. I guess we'll just have to talk."

"It's okay, thanks for trying."

Hyun nodded and pulled a chair up for me.
I shook my head, not feeling like sitting alone.

"Can you tell me what happened? If it's too difficult, we can talk at home later?"

Since I had come back specifically to talk about this, I shook my head and told him about what happened today.
The pull I felt when I went underground, following that pull to where Park So-Ah was standing with the Berserk Dragon's scale.

And then...

"She told you to give up the exam if you didn't want rumors about being a Berserk Dragon spreading?"

"Yeah..."

Hyun, who had been blinking silently, rubbed his forehead and sighed.
Seeing him like that made me wonder if I shouldn't have said anything.

"Thanks for telling me. I'll take care of the rest, so let's go home for now."

"The exam..."

"You can take it next time. Unless, of course, you don't want to."

It's not that I don't want to.
If I just pass that Hero Intern exam, I can move around freely, so why would I refuse?

That's definitely what I thought until yesterday.
But after what happened today...

As soon as I started thinking about it, my thoughts began to spiral negatively, so I shook my head vigorously.

"It's not that I don't want to, but right now..."

"I understand. It happens. Don't worry, I'm not judging you."

"...I'm sorry. I made you worry for nothing."

Even though I knew it wasn't my fault, I felt like it was.
As I glanced around nervously, Hyun came over and gently patted my head.

"What do you have to be sorry for? It's okay. This isn't your fault."

The words I most wanted to hear came from the most reliable person.
Just like that, my anxiety disappeared as if it had never existed.

Until just a moment ago, I was trembling with anxiety, fear, guilt, and pain, but with just those words and a gentle pat on my head, my heart felt at ease.

I felt so pathetic and ridiculous that I couldn't even laugh.

"I want to go home..."

"Okay. Don't dwell too much on what happened today. No one will dislike you just because you're a Berserk Dragon."

"That's not true..."

I was surprised by my own spontaneous response.
But I didn't regret it. It wasn't a lie.

At my answer, Hyun stopped walking and looked at me.
Unable to face him directly, I lowered my head.

"There have been people... who hated me for being a Berserk Dragon..."

"That's..."

I know it well. That Ryu Hwa was just taking out her directionless anger on me.
That she only acted that way because she didn't know anything about me. That she's not really that kind of person.

But that's too much of a hindsight perspective.
Thinking that everyone else will be the same as Ryu Hwa after they get to know me is too optimistic.

No, it's just living thoughtlessly.
Even Hyun couldn't deny this point, so he didn't answer.

"That person said it too. Would people really care about that? And I don't remember who said it, but someone also said that from other people's perspective, I'm just the same as the Berserk Dragon..."

The more I spoke, the lower my self-esteem sank.
Am I really an unnecessary existence? Is my very existence the problem...?

As I was thinking this, Hyun firmly gripped both my shoulders.

"Yu Sia."

I flinched and raised my head, and Hyun knelt down to meet my eyes.
His eyes, shining as steadily as the sun in the sky, reflected my image without the slightest waver.

"I never thought I'd have to say this to you directly, but I need to."

"What... what is it...?"

"Even if the whole world becomes your enemy, I'll always be on your side. So have a little courage."

It might be difficult today. Maybe tomorrow will be hard too. It might take a month, or even years.
But that's okay, take your time to find your footing.

"As long as you don't give up, nothing is impossible."

Hyun's eyes sparkled endlessly as he smiled confidently, showing his teeth, and my heart raced at that sparkle.
Feeling heat rush to my face, I swallowed hard and lowered my head.

It had always been like this. Every time. When Hyun said it was okay, it was okay, and when he said to believe, he made it happen.
It was like that when Grandmother was in an accident, in court, and when I first came to the Association.

So, this time too, maybe just a little...
Maybe it's okay to have courage.

Not right now, of course.
At least after this is over, I'll come back to take the Hero exam again.

Having made up my mind, I gently pushed away Hyun's face, which had somehow gotten close.

"...I get it, so move your face away."

"Okay. Now, let's go home. I think I'll leave work early today."

His casual tone as if nothing had happened was annoying, but knowing he was deliberately speaking that way to keep me from worrying made it less annoying and more...

...No. Never mind.
I pushed away the thought that was emerging and followed Hyun.

On our way to the elevator to go to the underground parking lot, we came out to the first floor.

It seemed the practical exam had just ended, as I saw some familiar faces chatting on the first floor.

And though not part of that group, I spotted a familiar face in the distance, talking on the phone in a corner.
I flinched at the strange pull and discomfort I felt upon seeing her, but I calmed myself when I felt Hyun's hand on my head.

"Is that her? The one we rode the elevator with before."

"Yeah..."

"...I see."

Feeling anxious, I tugged on Hyun's clothes, and he looked at me.

"Let's just go. Right now... I don't even want to run into that person."

"I know. Don't worry, that won't happen."

I nodded at Hyun's reassurance and waited for the elevator.
Not long after, the elevator arrived, and at the same time, Park So-Ah, who had finished her call, looked toward the elevator.

Our eyes met, and as displeasure began to show on her face, my heart started racing madly.
Sticky malice, jealousy, shock, and anger were directed at me, and I unconsciously moved closer to Hyun.

—It's okay. I'm here.

I calmed myself with words Hyun had once said to me and blinked.
As the elevator doors closed, I could see Park So-Ah approaching us.

'Just a little courage...'

I took a deep breath, wrapped my arms around Hyun's waist, and hugged him tightly.
Hyun is mine. If it were someone else... No, I don't like anyone else either, but especially not a crazy bitch like you. I'll never, ever give him to you, even if I die.

Thinking this, I turned my head just before the elevator doors closed and looked at her.
Her face was completely distorted, but I wasn't scared anymore.

Because Hyun was by my side.

Ch.134 - Exhausting Work
I returned home with Hyun and was about to head straight for the bed, but he immediately restrained me, grabbing me by the horns and saying I couldn't go anywhere looking like that.
Dangling by my horns, I couldn't even turn to look at him with my sullen expression.

"You're covered in dust. Were you planning to lie down on the bed like that?"

"No, I... I know... I just forgot because I'm tired."

"Right. Even if you're tired, you need to wash up before sleeping. You'll feel uncomfortable later if you get under the covers all dusty. Come with me, I'll help you wash."

I nodded and was dragged to the bathroom where he scrubbed me clean.
As he washed me thoroughly from head to toe, I smiled bitterly at the realization that I couldn't do anything without Hyun.

What if I hadn't returned from there today and had run away instead?
It probably wouldn't happen, but what if that woman, Park So-Ah, passed the test and became Hyun's Sidekick, and eventually became his girlfriend...

If Hyun wasn't by my side, or if he disappeared, what would happen to me?
Strangely enough, I couldn't imagine myself without Hyun beside me.

No, even if I could imagine it, the outcome was always miserable.
Thinking about all these "what ifs" made my body tremble involuntarily.

"What's wrong, are you cold? Should I make the water warmer?"

The water was already at its hottest setting.
I shook my head and glanced over at Hyun.

"Thank you."

It was something I would never say normally.
Not that I never say thank you—that would be truly thoughtless...

What I mean is that I don't usually express sincere gratitude like this.
It's kind of embarrassing for two guys to look at each other seriously and say thanks.

But today I realized something.
After nearly losing him, I understood that if I don't express my feelings because I'm embarrassed, I might never get the chance to.

"What."

Seeing Hyun freeze with wide eyes in surprise, I chuckled and flapped my wings lightly.
The water splashed off my wings onto his face, making him back away with a shake of his head.

"I just felt like saying it. I don't think I've properly thanked you for all the help you've given me."

"...You've said thanks before."

"That's because you've helped me a lot before. But today I'm especially grateful."

I smiled and surrendered myself to Hyun's hands.
After finishing washing, we both came out.

I didn't make any tactless comments like "you're leaving early today."
Watching him check his watch and quickly change out of his wet clothes, it was obvious he was in a hurry to get somewhere.

"Are you leaving right away? I thought you said you were getting off work early today."

"Hey. Even if I get off early, do you think the Association is like school where I can come home without taking half a day off? I came during my lunch break, and I need to get back before it ends."

I didn't know that...
When he said he was getting off early, I just assumed he was coming home with me, but that wasn't the case.

"So you'll be late tonight?"

"No, I said I'm getting off early, so I'll probably be home about an hour earlier than usual. I'll call if I'm going to be late."

I nodded, and Hyun, having changed his wet shirt, rushed out of the house.
Only then did I turn to check the clock. 12:47 PM. Only 13 minutes left until the end of lunch break.

I went out to the veranda to check outside and, sure enough, Hyun was flying through the sky.
Wouldn't he have to write an explanation for using his powers like that...?

After thinking about it for a moment, I realized that Hyun was using his abilities like that to get me home, and I smiled bitterly.

—Even if the whole world becomes your enemy, I'll always be on your side.

Feeling anew that those words were sincere, I sat on the sofa in a daze for a while before lying down on my side.
Since I'd memorized the length of my horns, there were no mishaps like getting them caught on the armrest.

After blinking a few times while lying on my side, I closed my eyes and called out to the Light Dragon.

"Light Dragon."

After waiting for a moment, I heard a voice tinged with a sigh.

[What is it?]

"I want to become stronger."

The Light Dragon seemed so surprised that he couldn't answer for a while.
I wondered if I'd said something strange, but I couldn't find anything particularly odd about it.

"What's wrong?"

[I never imagined such words would come from your mouth. Wanting to become stronger? You can't even control the power you already have, yet you're so greedy.]

"Dragons are supposed to be greedy, aren't they?"

[Well, that is dragon-like in a way... but I'm not particularly keen on this.]

I hadn't expected such words from the Light Dragon's mouth, so I blinked and sat up.
I thought dragons naturally built up strength, and expected him to tell me how to grow stronger...

"Why?"

[Didn't I tell you that dragons are born strong? That's why dragons spend their lives learning how to handle power, not how to build it. That's how it was for me too.]

"Either way, if I get stronger, it benefits you too. You said you want to kill those Harmageddon bastards."

[What I'm after isn't Harmageddon itself, but the one who killed me and controlled my body—that worm. Just him alone.]

"But that guy is the leader of Harmageddon, right? So, eventually, we'll have to fight Harmageddon, and wouldn't it be better to be stronger than we are now?"

The Light Dragon answered my question with a sigh.

"Did I say something strange?"

[Don't get lost in your emotions.]

"..."

Don't get lost in my emotions...? What did I do...?
I was speechless, and the Light Dragon continued.

[It seems your mind hasn't caught up with your body after molting and growing. Think carefully before you act.]

"I've already thought about it enough. How much more do I need to think?"

[Just hours ago, you were trembling with fear about people discovering you're the Light Dragon, saying you didn't want to burden Choi Hyun. Now you suddenly want to become stronger? Why?]

"Because if I become strong enough that Harmageddon can't mess with me, they won't attack anymore..."

[That's the kind of thing only a naive child would say. Then do you think I, who was controlled and killed by them, was defeated because I was weak?]

"That's..."

No, the Light Dragon wasn't defeated because he was weak.
If the Light Dragon had truly been weak, he would have died before destroying Seoul.

"...No."

[He is a viper. He approaches slowly while you're off guard and strangles you, and when you open your mouth gasping for air in agony, only then does he feed you poison. After you swallow the poison, he lets you breathe again—a vicious and despicable viper. What do you think the prey who has swallowed the poison thinks?]

"That it hurts or it's painful... something like that?"

[That's obvious. In that situation, the prey mistakenly believes they must swallow the poison the snake spits out to breathe again. And that's exactly what you're doing now.]

"...What do you mean?"

[Think about the wolf monster you killed.]

At the Light Dragon's words, the memory of that day surfaced again.
No, the Light Dragon was forcibly bringing up the memory of that day.

—Monster...!
—It hurts... it hurts so much!
—Run away!! It's a berserk Kaiju!!

People condemning me as a monster while I was covered in blood, people running away from me in the rain that day.
The lukewarm, squelchy innards. The foul smell I'd never encountered before, mixed with the smell of chemicals.

"Ugh...!"

[Was it because you lacked power that you couldn't solve the problem then? Did people call you a monster because you lacked strength? Could you have solved that problem if you had more power?]

I shook my head at the Light Dragon's words.
That situation was one that could never be resolved with power.

[Trying to solve problems with power is foolish. Humans always fear beings stronger than themselves, so you'll only end up making unnecessary enemies.]

"...Yeah."

[So instead of thinking about building power, think about 'how' to use the power you have, like Choi Hyun does.]

That's what the Hero Intern test is for.

[Don't be swept up in petty emotions and step onto the battlefield they want you to enter.]

Assess the situation coolly.

[Don't be drawn to the easiest path to solve problems.]

Don't stop thinking.

[Because that's what they want.]

Feeling my mind becoming calmer, I nodded.
Only then did the Light Dragon heave a deep sigh.

[It's more helpful to me if you pass the Hero Intern test than if you build up power. Remember that.]

"I understand."

[Tsk. I'm tired from talking so much. I'm going to sleep now, so don't call me again today.]

The Light Dragon fell asleep before I could even respond.
Rather than falling asleep, he submerged his consciousness. There's no way to explain it, but I could just feel it.

"...Don't be led by power."

I looked down at my hands and sighed deeply.
It was too difficult to understand. The listless thought of just going with the flow raised its head.

But I didn't do that.
As the Light Dragon said, constantly running away, avoiding, and stopping thinking is what they want.

Of course, that didn't mean I'd find an answer...
But I decided to at least consider what I could do.

"As long as you don't give up, nothing is impossible."

I spent a long time thinking about what I could do, recalling Hyun's words and the Light Dragon's advice.
After thinking until my head felt like it would split...

"Zzz..."

I realized anew that using my brain is tiring work.
And with that, I fell asleep right there on the sofa.

Ch.135 - Long Night
When I came to my senses and woke up, it was already well past evening.
I blinked, looking around at the dimming surroundings, then yawned lazily and wiped away tears with the back of my hand.

"Hyun... Hasn't come?"

He said he'd call... Why hasn't he called?
Maybe he called while I was sleeping and I missed it?

This was definitely worth checking, so I got up sluggishly, turned on the living room light, and sat down in front of the home phone to check the display.
There were a whopping 78 missed calls.

"?"

Wait a minute, isn't 78 calls a bit excessive...?
For a moment I thought I might be seeing things wrong, so I blinked.

78 missed calls.

But even after rubbing my eyes with the back of my hand and checking again, even after drinking cold water to drive away the sleepiness and checking again, even after covering the screen with my hand and looking again, the number 78 displayed on the home phone screen didn't change.

Even 18 calls would be plenty, but 78 is just...
Did something serious happen while I was unaware?

As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I suddenly felt scared.
Just as I was hesitating after swallowing dryly, the home phone rang.

"Eek!?"

Gosh, that startled me... I nearly had a heart attack.
Feeling my body temperature drop, I tried to calm my startled heart while checking the screen. It showed "Caller ID Restricted."

*Is someone making prank calls at this hour?*

Why would someone make prank calls at this hour? That's what I thought, but remembering the 78 missed calls, I stopped myself from pressing the reject button.
Maybe their cell phone broke and they're calling from a payphone?

But do payphones even still exist? I wondered as I pressed the speaker button.

"Hello."

I answered, but strangely, the caller didn't say anything.
Thinking it might not be Hyun, I waited a bit, but still no response.

Actually, if it had been Hyun, he would have immediately said, "Aish, hey. Why aren't you answering the phone! I was worried!"
So who could be calling now?

"Um... hello...?"

Finally unable to wait any longer, I cautiously spoke, but still no answer came.

*Could it be... a ghost?*

As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I got goosebumps all over.
Feeling like I might get cursed if I waited any longer, I moved to hang up immediately.

["...You—"]

Just before hanging up, I heard an eerie voice that made my body tremble.
I would've been cursed if I'd listened longer... As I was sighing with relief, the phone rang again.

"Waaah!?"

Looking at it, I saw the number started with 02, which made me feel a bit safer as I answered. It was probably just a survey or something.

"Hell—"

["Hello, this is reporter Han Yeong-Gi from ○○ Newspaper."]

A reporter? Why would a reporter suddenly call...
Oh right, this is Hyun's house. They must be calling about an interview schedule.

I got nervous for nothing.
Sighing with relief inside, I said:

"Yes. What can I help you with?"

["Well, I'm calling because allegations have been raised that Choi Hyun has been hiding a Light Dragon. Could you please tell me your name?"]

My heart felt like it dropped with a thud.
What did I just hear? Light Dragon?

Why would that word suddenly come from a reporter's mouth?
I must have misheard, right? Light... whatever, I must have misheard something similar.

"I'm sorry, I didn't quite catch what you said. Could you repeat that please? What did you say?"

["I'm calling because allegations have been raised that Choi Hyun has been hiding a Light Dragon—"]

I hung up immediately as soon as the name "Light Dragon" came up.
My heart was racing.

It wasn't a bad connection that made me mishear. It definitely wasn't my ears playing tricks.
The reporter clearly said "Light Dragon." And he said Choi Hyun had been hiding a Light Dragon.

I hesitated and stepped back, then slowly took deep breaths to calm my startled heart.
But no matter how hard I tried, my wildly beating heart wouldn't settle down.

"Huu... hu... right... it can't be true. He just said 'allegations,' right? It'll be okay..."

Just as I was trying to comfort myself, the phone rang again.
This time too, it was a number starting with 02. Should I answer? Should I not?

As I watched the phone with trembling eyes, the ringing sound made my head buzz.
Finally unable to resist, I answered again, and once more, a reporter was on the line.

["Hello, ○○ Newspaper..."]

As soon as they brought up the Light Dragon again, I hung up immediately.
But right after hanging up, another call came in.

["Hello, this is ○○ Media..."]

Again. I hung up immediately this time too.
Then, as if mocking me, the phone rang again right away.

What is this all about? Why is this suddenly happening?
Frowning, I answered the phone, and sure enough, it was another reporter.

["Hello, this is reporter Park Cheol-Do from ○○ Newspaper. Is this Choi Hyun's residence?"]

This time it was a bit different, so I cautiously answered.

"...Why are you calling?"

["Well, there are allegations that Choi Hyun has been raising a Light Dragon..."]

The moment the Light Dragon was mentioned, I hung up immediately.
For a while, no calls came in, and I thought it was over, but as if someone was reading my mind, the phone rang again.

["This is reporter Kim Su-Hak from ○○ Daily. Recently, allegations have surfaced that S-Class Hero Choi Hyun has been working with Harmageddon and hiding a Light Dragon—"]

"...Stop talking nonsense! Why would Hyun work with those bastards?!"

I shouted at the reporter spewing such absurd nonsense and hung up.
Hyun working with Harmageddon? Fuck, what kind of bullshit is that?

As I was grinding my teeth and trying to collect myself, the phone rang again.
Like before, it started with 02. Another reporter.

Could it be that all 78 missed calls were... from reporters?
Unable to stand the continuously ringing phone any longer, I tore out the phone line with my fingernails.

The ringing that had been filling the house suddenly stopped like a ghost, and silence fell over the entire home.
Though the house was so quiet I could hear the windows rattling in the wind, strangely, I still felt like I could hear the ringing.

"Huff... it's okay... it'll be okay... Hyun said he'd take care of it..."

Frowning, I muttered this several times, then turned on the TV to erase the unpleasant silence.
And as I flipped through channels and landed on a news channel, I dropped the remote.

The TV was showing Hyun being interviewed in front of reporters.
Reporters were pushing cameras and microphones at him, pressuring him with sensitive questions about his relationship with the Light Dragon and whether he was working with Harmageddon.

Hyun eventually couldn't break through the crowd and returned to the Association, while the reporters, not daring to cross the line, were making assumptions among themselves like "it seems that..."

Next to appear was Noona Ha-Young.
Her face, already looking tired, seemed even more haggard today.

As soon as Noona appeared, the reporters changed targets and thrust their microphones at her.
Noona skillfully deflected the reporters' questions and only answered the non-sensitive ones.

["That child has already completed Monster registration. Also, that child is capable of rational thought like humans, and has also passed psychological evaluation."]

But the reporters, emboldened, threw even more nonsensical and unproven questions at her.

["They say Choi Hyun is raising a Light Dragon, what is the Association's stance on the Light Dragon!"]
["After the Giman Catastrophe, heroes who had Light Dragon weapons went berserk, why do you think that child will be okay!"]
["Citizens are anxious! Shouldn't you decide on that child's disposition right now!"]

["Is the Association endorsing Harmageddon!?"]
["Do you think you can manage a monster that killed 5 million people!"]
["What do you think about what happened at Seongmo Hospital! Wasn't that also the Light Dragon going berserk!"]

Sensitive questions, nonsensical questions, even bringing up past events.
The very thing I had been most worried about was happening right there.

I wasn't in that picture.
More precisely, the "me" they were talking about wasn't Yu Sia.

They saw me as a monster, the same being as the Light Dragon that killed 5 million people.

—To others, you're just the same monster.

The skin under my eyes trembled.
Regardless of whether I trusted Hyun or not, I couldn't see a way out of this situation.

"Fuck..."

It's starting again.
I thought I had overcome it, but as soon as a similar situation arises, I immediately plummet.

My stomach felt so bad I almost dry heaved.
A terrible world that couldn't be overcome with just a little courage was slowly unfolding before me.

I immediately turned off the TV and went to my room to lie down on the bed.
It must be a nightmare. This must all be a dream. Thinking that, I closed my eyes and let time pass, but bad thoughts kept multiplying endlessly, not letting me sleep.

Even when I tried to sleep, my eyes opened on their own.
I couldn't sleep anyway since I'd been sleeping until just a while ago.

I was so dizzy that everything was spinning before my eyes.

"Light Dragon... Light Dragon!"

I called for the Light Dragon, but no answer came.
Come to think of it, did he say he was tired and going to sleep? When is Hyun coming?

No. Don't think about it. Just go to sleep. When I wake up... what will be different?
Will anything change? Won't things just get worse than they are now?

Forcing myself to breathe through rising panic, I swallowed dryly.
The night was long. Too long.

Ch.136 - Mirror
After avoiding the reporters and arriving near home, I checked the time and saw it was already 8 PM, well past evening.
I was tired, but more than that, I was worried.

"Why the hell isn't this kid answering the phone..."

I'd been calling since around 7 PM when reporters started gathering, but for whatever reason, Sia wasn't picking up, and it was driving me crazy.
I hoped reporters hadn't found my home, or that Harmageddon hadn't attacked the house. That's how worried I was.

I tried to calm myself with the thought that at least the security system hadn't gone off, but that didn't stop me from worrying.
I was prepared to write an explanatory report or even step down from my S-Class position if necessary as I tried to push through the crowd of reporters.

—I'll handle things here, go check on Sia quickly.

If Noona hadn't noticed and come out to help me, I really would have done it.
...Maybe she helped because she thought I'd cause trouble if left alone.

"Haah..."

I sighed deeply, pushing away useless thoughts as I entered the house.
The home was so quiet I could hear the refrigerator's cooling system humming.

I thought Sia might have already eaten dinner and gone to sleep, but strangely, there was no food smell.
When I glanced around the living room, I saw it was quite messy, and even the landline phone cord had been cut.

*Something definitely happened here.*

With a bitter expression, I stood in front of Sia's door.

Knock knock—

"Are you sleeping?"

There was no answer.
I could hear rustling and breathing from inside, so someone was definitely in there...

"Can I come in? I'm coming in if you don't answer."

Again, no response.
When I entered Sia's room, I found Sia trembling under the blanket, which was pulled all the way over their head.

Though the massive horns, hands, and wings couldn't be completely hidden.
Had they been trembling here the whole time until I arrived?

Swallowing the sigh that threatened to escape from an indescribable emotion, I carefully sat down on Sia's bed.

"Hey. Yu Sia."

"Eek...!"

When I gently touched Sia over the blanket, they flinched and carefully lowered the blanket to look at me.
Their expression was filled with unmistakable guilt and fear.

It was a familiar face.
The same expression I'd seen on people who had been rescued from disaster sites while leaving their friends behind.

"Are you okay? What happened that's got you trembling like this?"

I tried to smile as I spoke, but Sia's expression didn't improve.

"...I'm sorry."

"What do you have to be sorry about? It's okay. Did you eat? If not, should we order pizza?"

"..."

"Don't just hide under the blanket like that. Come on out."

I reached out my hand to comfort them, but Sia flinched and backed away.
Sensing the situation was more serious than I thought, I lowered my hand.

"I saw the news... you being surrounded by reporters because of me..."

So that's what was bothering them.
This kid really has a soft heart despite how they usually talk.

I shrugged with a slight smile to show everything was fine.

"It's okay. I've done plenty of press conferences before, so those reporters are nothing. And it's not because of you, I keep telling you. How is this your fault?"

"It's because of the Berserk Dragon."

"You're not the Berserk Dragon. Didn't we already settle this a long time ago? Don't worry about something that wasn't even your doing."

I sighed in frustration as I argued back, but Sia bit their lip and forced out the words.

"If I hadn't existed in the first place... none of this would have happened."

It was a statement that negated my past ten years, but I didn't care about that.
What mattered more was that Sia had started to deny their own existence.

"Hey, Yu Sia."

Hearing those words, I grabbed Sia's shoulders and turned them to face me.
I could feel them tense up in surprise, but I absolutely refused to let go.

"Remember what I said today."

"...Yeah."

"What did I say? Tell me."

Sia flinched and hesitated for a while before hanging their head.
I wondered if they couldn't remember, but seeing their ear tips turn bright red, that wasn't the case.

"That no matter what happens, you'll be on my side..."

"That's right, I said I'd be on your side even if the whole world became your enemy. So don't say things like 'if I hadn't existed, this wouldn't have happened.'"

I meant this sincerely.
That's why I rejected Sia's words more firmly than ever.

"Thank you... I appreciate it... but... it's not that easy...!"

They spoke with a trembling voice that seemed ready to burst into tears.
I hadn't expected such a sudden outburst, so I kept my mouth shut, and Sia looked up at me with reddened eyes.

"You having a hard time because of me, you getting involved in unnecessary trouble...! How can I just watch that happen...? It feels like I'm committing a crime...! Like I'm accumulating debt! I hate just passing everything onto you and not doing anything myself...!!"

Unable to hold back tears any longer, Sia cried out while dropping crystal-like tears.

"You should have just ignored someone like me...!! You should have just left me to live alone!! Why!! Why... do you keep creating debts I can never repay... how am I supposed to repay you when you keep being so good to me..."

"...Yu Sia."

"I'm sorry.... I'm sorry.... I didn't mean to... to say it like this...."

Seeing Sia's expression that looked like they might collapse at any moment, my heart sank.
I had been mistaken. While these incidents might seem trivial to me after ten years of experiencing all sorts of hardships, they weren't trivial to Sia.

I had unconsciously assumed they would be fine, but they weren't.
Smiling and saying it's okay, don't worry about it, don't think of it as debt—all while patting their shoulder—had become a burden and debt to Sia.

All these unresolved issues were too heavy a burden for an 18-year-old to carry.
In an already frustrating situation, problems kept arising, their self-esteem was dropping, and they felt they could only receive help without giving anything back—the emotional burden must have been immense.

Still, I knew what I needed to say.

"Don't think of it as debt."

"That's exactly what I'm...!"

"I know it's not as easy as just saying it. But I'm serious. You can tell because I keep saying the same thing. I don't think of it as debt."

Sia mumbled at my response before slumping their shoulders.

"Is it because... you're a Hero...? Is that why you say that...?"

"No, even Heroes would go bankrupt if they kept giving without receiving anything in return. Heroes are people too. And if Heroes were expected to sacrifice unconditionally like that, who would want to be one? You'd have to be an idiot."

I smiled slightly as I said this, and Sia blinked blankly.
Judging by their expression, they seemed to be saying, "But that's exactly what you're doing, you idiot."

Their expressions are really easy to read.
With that thought, I let out a deep sigh.

"I do this because it's you. Because you're Yu Sia."

"Huh?"

To me, who has lost all family and friends, Yu Sia is my only remaining friend and practically family.
If it weren't for the hope that Yu Sia was alive, I would have quit being a Hero as soon as the Gate closed and lived however I wanted.

But I kept going, believing in the information from the former Hunter Association President, now Hero Association President, that Yu Sia was alive.
Because you're the only person with whom I can share memories of the past.

Because you're someone I absolutely cannot lose.
That's why I never felt reluctant to give anything.

Of course... that wasn't the only reason.

I pressed my lips together and thought for a long time.
Should I say it or not?

I opened and closed my mouth repeatedly, trying to speak, and just as melancholy began to creep into my heart, I steeled myself and opened my mouth.
I faced myself reflected in the mirror that was Sia.

"I'm helping you for my own sake."

That all this time, helping you wasn't purely for your benefit.
That I was atoning by projecting the faces of those whose hands I had let go, those I had lost, onto you.

"I'm doing it because I want to atone."

In the end, even helping Sia was for my own benefit.
Yes, I was acting for myself, and it just happened to benefit Sia as well.

I know this is hypocrisy. I also know it's terribly selfish.
But I felt I would collapse if I didn't engage in such hypocrisy.

"So don't think of it as debt. I'm doing it because I want to, for my own sake."

After honestly confessing my hidden feelings, Sia looked at me with a surprised expression, lips tightly sealed.
They must be disappointed. I would be too in their position. That's why I resolved to calmly accept whatever Sia might say.

After breathing silently for a while, Sia turned to me.
I had already mentally prepared myself. So it's okay.

"It's not your fault."

"...What?"

I couldn't help but ask, completely caught off guard by the unexpected response.
Sia looked at me and managed a strained smile.

The words I once gave to Sia were now being given back to me.

"It's not your fault."

With a trembling voice full of sincerity.
The words I most wanted to hear were being spoken by the person closest to me.

It felt like being hit on the head with a hammer.
I never expected Sia to say something like this.

"...Why."

I couldn't help but ask, not having expected such comfort after confessing that helping them was all to satisfy my own selfishness and self-interest.
Sia looked at me for a moment before saying with a faint smile:

"...To repay my debt. I'm saying this for my own sake."

I know it's strange to say this, but...
For the first time, I felt drawn to Sia.

"..."

So I couldn't say anything.
I could only quietly bow my head.

"Thank you."

As I mulled over those words I had managed to utter, I quietly crushed feelings that should never be revealed.

Ch.137 - Awkwardness
After that day when we confirmed our true feelings, the hidden emotions in our hearts, things between Hyun and me became a bit... awkward.
No, not exactly awkward—more like uncomfortable.

It felt like when you have a tearful goodbye after hearing someone's moving away, only to discover they've moved right next door... You're glad they're not going far, but once everything's out in the open, there's this sudden awkwardness.

That's all it was—things had gotten pretty intense, so we were extremely uncomfortable.
Neither of us, me or Hyun, remembered how we should act around each other anymore.

Soon we'd go back to how things were before.
Laughing at silly jokes, teasing each other, and chatting loudly like we used to.

"No matter what happens, I'm on your side."

My heart fluttered at the sudden memory of Hyun's voice.
...Could we really go back?

I didn't need anyone to tell me this wasn't heart failure or excitement.
That's what made it even more maddening—the fear that revealing these feelings would destroy my relationship with Hyun.

But...
What if Hyun felt the same way I did...?

That's crazy talk. Stop being ridiculous. No, it's not like that. This is...
I tried to calm my bubbling emotions while chewing on the straw in my cup.

"Hey. Yu Sia."

"Huh!?"

I jumped in surprise when someone tapped my shoulder, spinning around.
Of course, it was Hyun who'd touched my shoulder. Seeing my startled reaction, Hyun blinked in surprise too.

"Why are you so startled? Were you hiding something?"

"Huh? No..."

I was hiding my feelings for you.
The thought suddenly popped up, making my face burn hot. I shook my head while covering my mouth with the back of my hand, pretending to wipe my nose.

"It's nothing... I was just daydreaming and got surprised when you suddenly touched me."

Even I thought it was a strange excuse, but Hyun just said "Is that so?" and let it go.
That was both kind and somehow disappointing.

No, ugh... why do I keep thinking like this?
I'm... a guy. Hyun and I are just friends.

I sucked water through the straw to cool my burning insides.
Suddenly, water droplets splashed onto my chest.

"Ah, cold..."

What's this? Did I spill water? No? Where did these droplets come from...?
As I was rubbing the water off my clothes, Hyun pulled the straw from my cup.

"The straw has holes in it. How much did you chew on it to make so many holes?"

"Huh? Oh, you're right. Damn..."

I should just change clothes... Looking at my clothes that were wetter than I thought, I sighed deeply and looked at Hyun.
Lost in thought, Hyun was staring at the straw I had been chewing on.

For a moment, several thoughts crossed my mind, but I deliberately ignored them.
Right, Hyun wouldn't have weird thoughts about my straw. It's Hyun we're talking about.

It's Hyun.
...No, right. Of course not.

"What are you doing?"

"Huh? Nothing, just looking at the straw. I was curious how it got such clean holes."

It was an excuse as strange as mine, but like Hyun, I didn't press the issue.
I just decided to let it go.

Suddenly wondering what I would have done before, I hesitated for a moment before tugging at Hyun's clothes.
Hyun, who was about to throw away the straw, turned toward me. I swallowed hard as I gathered my thoughts, and Hyun gave me a puzzled look.

"What?"

"Ah..."

It was like when I showed my teeth while brushing, or when I showed my tongue.
If you're curious, just look directly. This time too, I opened my mouth to show, similar to before, but unlike then, it felt strangely embarrassing.

No, why is this embarrassing? I'm just showing the inside of my mouth to a friend.
Back in middle school, we used to show each other the food in our mouths while eating and curse at each other.

What's different now that makes this so embarrassing?
Not expecting to feel this embarrassed, I was stunned and slowly opened my eyes to look at Hyun.

Hyun was staring at my mouth with a frighteningly expressionless face.
Wait, why are they angry? As I was fidgeting, not knowing where to put my tongue, Hyun grabbed my chin and closed my mouth.

"Don't do things like that."

"...Mm. Sorry..."

As I apologized obediently, Hyun, who had been silently staring at me, released my chin and sighed deeply.

"Haah... Why did you suddenly open your mouth like that? You startled me."

"You said you were curious about the holes in the straw, so I thought you could just see for yourself..."

"I was just making conversation, don't take everything so seriously. Come on, I'll help you change clothes."

I nodded and got down from the chair.
Hyun brought a dress, hung it on the chair, and helped me take off my clothes.

Unlike before when Hyun would just quickly undress me, this time they were just holding my clothes and removing them gently. Being conscious of this, every time Hyun's fingertips touched me, a strange feeling made me flinch involuntarily.

It felt weird.
Similar to what I felt when Hyun gave me a bath before, but different.

"Why are you trembling like that? Are you cold?"

"Huh, no. It tickles when your hands touch me..."

"..."

Hyun froze at my words, then nodded and quickly removed my clothes and helped me into the dress.
Even after changing clothes, the strange uncomfortable feeling wouldn't go away, making me fidget.

"What's wrong? Are you uncomfortable somewhere?"

"Huh? No, I just feel a bit sticky."

"If you're really uncomfortable, should I wash you?"

"Ah, no, it's fine. I can wash myself."

"Okay, then I'll use the bathroom first?"

Hyun said that and headed to the bathroom.
Hyun had already used the bathroom before breakfast. And it hadn't even been 10 minutes since we finished eating. So, going to the bathroom now meant...

Glancing down, I could see Hyun's pants were strangely tight.
After contemplating with my lips tightly closed, I checked the clock and called out to stop Hyun.

"Hey. You need to go to work. It's already 7:30."

"...Ah, is it that time already? I'll have to pee at the Association."

Hyun said that and quickly gathered their things and went to the front door.

"See you later."

"Yeah, see you later. Don't open the door for anyone, don't answer calls starting with 02, and even for calls starting with 010, if they say they're a reporter, just say you don't know anything and hang up. It doesn't matter. Got it?"

"Yes, I understand."

"And don't cut the phone line because you don't want to hear the calls like last time. There's a mute button, so if you really don't want to hear it, just press that."

"That time... No, okay. I won't cut it."

"Good, then I'm off. Take care of the house."

Hyun said that and left without looking back.
After staring at the empty doorway for a long time, I sighed deeply and returned to the living room.

The dishes and table from breakfast were still there.
How flustered must Hyun have been to leave without cleaning up?

...It must be because of me.

"...Haah."

With feelings too complicated to express in words, I mumbled before sighing deeply and clearing the table and dishes.
After cleaning everything up, I had nothing to do, so I stood blankly before sitting on the sofa.

"Eek!?"

The vague discomfort I'd been feeling suddenly hit me full force, making me jump up from my seat.
As soon as I stood up from the sofa, I felt my underwear, which had been sticking to my bottom, peel off stickily, making my wings tremble.

Am I really going crazy...?
No, even so, this is... No. It can't be.

It can't be...?
Trying hard to deny it, I slowly took off my clothes.

Since all I was wearing was a dress and underwear, I could immediately remove my underwear after taking off the dress.
As I was about to remove my uncomfortable underwear with trembling hands—

Ring-ring——!

"Hyak!?"

Startled by the sudden bell, my hand jerked, and the elastic and fabric of the underwear were cut by my fingernail.
With a thud, the underwear that had been barely hanging on fell to the floor, and my mood plummeted with it.

Who's calling this early in the morning?
Another reporter? Can't I even rest comfortably at home now?

Why me...

"It's okay... It's okay..."

I repeated what Hyun had told me that day, trying to calm my rising emotions.
Right, Hyun might be calling because they forgot something. Don't get angry preemptively.

Comforting myself, I stood in front of the home phone and checked the number on the screen.

"..."

Sure enough, the phone number on the screen started with 02.
It was a reporter.

The reality I had completely forgotten until just now, the reality I wanted to forget, was thrust right in front of me.
As if saying I shouldn't be comfortable even for a moment, the alarm rang monotonously.

My heart was racing for a different reason than when I was with Hyun, and my breathing became rough for a different reason.

I gritted my teeth and glared at the home phone before pressing the mute button.
With a click, the bell sound stopped, and the house became quiet.

Unlike when I was with Hyun, the silence in the empty house was only painful.
I miss Hyun.

"Ah..."

I guess I'm not in my right mind either.
But, if Hyun isn't here right now, maybe it's okay, just a little.

Yes. Just this feeling... Let me just erase this unpleasantness and come out.
I put the damp underwear lying on the floor into the laundry basket, put the dress back on, and went into Hyun's room to lie down.

It smelled like Hyun.
My racing heart calmed down comfortably, and with the tension released, I fell asleep.

Ch.138 - Dishonest Heart
Good memories are volatile, disappearing in an instant, while bad memories stick like soot, remaining as scars for a lifetime.
That's why citizens were furious when they heard the news about the Light Dragon.

People who had lost family members, friends, or suffered any kind of damage pointed fingers at Choi Hyun and Yu Sia whom he was protecting, hurling insults without thinking.

As someone had said, people needed someone to transfer their painful memories to, someone to vent their pent-up sorrow and anger on.

They didn't care about the suffering it would cause another person.
After all, it wasn't someone they'd ever meet, someone completely unrelated to them.

The malice pouring from humans hiding behind the veil of anonymity, directed at a single person, was more vicious and grotesque than any monster that had emerged from the Gates.

—Shouldn't that thing be captured and killed immediately?
—What is the Association doing? Even with their monster-friendly policy, how can they not step in?
—Isn't that the monster that went berserk at the hospital before?
└It wasn't a rampage, it was killing to save people
└But dangerous is still dangerous, right?
└It's scary though lol

—Let's revoke that monster's human rights?
└Without human rights... Hah! Just kidding lol
└You... sigh... never mind.

—If we leave it alone, it will definitely go berserk.
└For real. Even an S-Class Hero went berserk with Light Dragon weapons, how could a kid control it?

—Still, saying we should kill such a young child seems wrong
└Lol playing the sympathy card? Would you say the same if that monster killed your parents?
└It's not a sympathy card, you bitch, it's still a child
└Family-lovers are everywhere lol
└But seriously, shouldn't we kill it before it grows into a bigger monster? How are we supposed to handle it later?
└Exactly lol

"..."

It was nauseating to see people spewing nonsense non-stop about something that wasn't their business.
And the reactions were similar across all articles.

The only consolation was that among all the articles, the public opinion on this one was the worst.
At least the other articles didn't have such disgusting content.

Of course, not all internet reactions were like this.
Though a minority, there were definitely people who had received help from Yu Sia.

—This is the kid who came to help when the courthouse was burning, and it breaks my heart to see such negative stories about her.
└Wait, is this the little one who rescued people and received an Honorary Hero Name?
└Yes, that's right. She was interviewed as the Golden Angel, but it's all been buried under these current articles.

—She saved people during the courthouse terror attack, confronted the terrorists and drove them away. Isn't she just a Hero?
└Weren't those who carried Light Dragon weapons and killed people also Heroes?
└That was a weapon, how can you be sure she'll be the same?
└How can you be sure she'll be different? Talk about double standards.

Though these positive opinions were quickly buried due to their small number compared to the negative ones, Seo Ha-Young felt relieved knowing such people existed as she continued her work.

Another fortunate thing was that Yu Sia, the target of all this malice, lived a life far removed from the internet.
Otherwise, she might not have been able to withstand the flood of hatred and might have made an extreme choice, or else...

"Haah..."

As the terrible thought crossed her mind, Seo Ha-Young sighed deeply and brushed her bangs back.
She felt overwhelmed. There was the overwhelming nature of the situation itself, but also the uncertainty of what would happen next.

Most overwhelming was the concern that even while she was doing this, Harmageddon might be moving to target Yu Sia.

Seo Ha-Young bit her lip, recalling her recent conversation with the Hero Association President.

—It's a double-edged sword. If we keep her, we'll be criticized for protecting the Light Dragon and lose our credibility as an organization that exists to protect citizens. But if we let her go, Harmageddon will target the Light Dragon.

—Isn't it better to keep her in our hands rather than let her fall into the hands of terrorists?

—Is there any reason to take such a risk? If not, culling might be an option. It might be unthinkable when fully grown, but at this stage, it's certainly worth considering.

Seo Ha-Young pushed away the unpleasant memory and resumed her work.
She was writing emails requesting corrections to articles containing rumors and speculation.

Though this wasn't really her job, she was the only one available to do it right now.

Even Heroes needed time to process the fact that what had been right beside them until recently was a Light Dragon.

Still, Heroes were Heroes—while some worried about the harm the Light Dragon fragment might cause her, none showed the indiscriminate hatred and contempt seen in internet comments.

*I suppose if they did, they wouldn't have become Heroes in the first place.*

While people's outer and inner selves might differ, at least they weren't saying it openly.
With that thought, Seo Ha-Young finished requesting corrections for the last article and leaned back in her chair with a deep sigh.

"I'm tired..."

Seo Ha-Young nibbled her lips to calm herself as her temples throbbed with a headache.
It was a night that made her think of the cigarettes she had quit long ago.

But knowing she couldn't handle starting again after quitting with such effort, she resisted and instead grabbed a chocolate milk from the refrigerator under her desk and gulped it down.

"Phew... I expected backlash, but... I didn't think it would come this quickly."

The original plan was to make Yu Sia Choi Hyun's Sidekick and gradually introduce her to society.
They intended to reduce resistance bit by bit, build up achievements, create a friendly image, and then slowly, very slowly, reveal more.

The hospital incident had already been ruled not guilty, and there were people who had actually received help.
At the courthouse, over thirty people had their lives saved, and many had witnessed it.

The foundation had been laid.
They just needed to take the test and carefully build the tower, but one person had shattered the entire plan.

"I never thought Harmageddon's pawns would move so openly here..."

She had predicted there would be pawns in the Association.
Well, it was more of a guess that a terrorist group in 21st century South Korea would at least have that much influence.

It was carelessness, if anything.
But there was a rational reason behind it.

She had thought that no matter how much of a terrorist organization they were, they wouldn't start an all-out war against the Association, which was equivalent to a state institution or even superior in terms of military power, unless they were insane.

"Haah... Have I become too accustomed to peace..."

Rubbing her face dry after making a mistake she wouldn't have made in the past, Seo Ha-Young closed her eyes slowly while looking down at Park So-Ah's documents on the desk.

"If they're challenging us like this... We'll have to accept, of course."

You dare to act up without knowing your place?
Be prepared. I'll crush you so you can never rise again.

When Seo Ha-Young opened her eyes again, they were filled with a coldness that could hardly be believed to belong to a Hero.

* * *

The past few days have continued in a similar pattern.

Just like when I first came to Hyun's house and wasn't sure of who I was, I spend my days lying blankly when I wake up, watching TV, and sleeping when there's nothing else to do.

To be honest... it's a bit painful.
Just when I thought I could breathe a little easier, I was suffocated again.

There's a saying that taking something away after giving it is worse than never giving it at all.
That's exactly how it feels now.

They gave me hope that I could live freely, told me to hang in there just a little longer, and then took it all away again.
I thought about giving up, thinking it was all pointless, but seeing Hyun working hard day and night, I held back.

And another thing that's making this difficult...

"I need to use the bathroom."

"Okay."

Just like me, Hyun has become conscious of me too.
At first, I thought I was imagining it. I thought I was being overly conscious because of that day when I opened up honestly.

But considering the bleach smell from the bathroom every time Hyun uses it, and how he goes to the bathroom or leaves the house after changing my clothes or washing me... it definitely wasn't my imagination.

It would be better if he was open about it, but it hurts more to see him pretending not to know, acting like nothing's wrong, while keeping his distance unless absolutely necessary.

But I can't say anything about it.
The one suffering the most here is probably Hyun himself.

How much self-loathing must he feel?

"Haah..."

We're both standing right in front of each other's Maginot Line.
It feels like crossing the line with even the slightest movement, so we're deliberately ignoring it.

...To be honest, I don't know what to do or how to react.
I'm just trying not to show it as much as possible since Hyun isn't saying anything first.

What should I do if Hyun brings it up first?

*I...*

As I lay on the sofa blankly blinking, I watched Hyun coming out of the bathroom.

"I'm feeling tired today, so I'm going to bed early. Wake me up if anything happens, okay?"

"Oh, sure."

After answering, I checked the clock—9:30 PM.
Considering Hyun usually falls asleep around midnight, this was quite early.

About an hour later, I peeked through the door and saw him lying motionless on the bed.
Just in case, I called his name softly, but there was no answer, either because he was really tired or already asleep.

—Even so, you must know how to help him right now?

Suddenly remembering what the Light Dragon had said, I bit my lip lightly.
Would this really work? Is this the right thing to do?

After silently contemplating for a while, I quietly raised my head.
...Yes. After all, this happened because of me too.

Since Hyun said he was helping me for his own sake, I'm just helping Hyun on my own terms to lessen my sense of debt.

Yes, that's all it is.

I'm just trying to help Hyun.
I'm just trying to erase my sense of debt.

I swallowed dryly and gently closed the door.
And so, the living room was empty.
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Click, the door closed, and my heart started pounding like crazy.

I hadn't even reached Hyun's bed yet, and already my heart was in this state.
Was it embarrassment? Guilt? Or maybe... anticipation? I wasn't sure. I just... I just didn't know.

Taking several deep breaths to calm my racing heart, I slowly approached Hyun's bed.
The sweat that had formed in that brief moment made my feet stick to the floor with a tacky sound.

It was really nothing, but I worried it might wake Hyun, so I tiptoed slowly toward him.
When I finally reached the bed where he was sleeping, things didn't get better—they got worse.

It felt like someone was squeezing my heart, and my legs gave out, causing me to kneel right in front of the bed.
Since the bed was high, sitting with my bottom on the floor meant I could only see Hyun's legs.

No... there was one more thing visible.
Something bulging prominently despite the blanket covering it...

"Hah..."

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

My face suddenly burned hot, and my vision blurred for a moment.
Swallowing dryly, I took a deep breath as my heart pounded so wildly I thought it might burst.

Leaning slightly against the bed, I exhaled the breath I'd been holding deeply, and hot air escaped my lips like breathing fire.

Half out of my mind, I slipped my fingers under the thin blanket covering Hyun and pushed it aside.

"Mmm... nngh... smack..."

"Huh!"

Did he wake up? No way?
I held my breath and remained motionless for a while, but it seemed to be just sleep-talking as he showed no signs of waking.

"Haah..."

I sighed with relief and moved from the side to stand at the foot of the bed.
Now I'm really going to do it. As I swallowed nervously, my last bit of reason warned that there would be no turning back, but I ignored it.

I'd already made up my mind.

Taking a deep breath, I placed one knee between Hyun's legs as he slept spread-eagled.
The bed sheet stretched with a soft sound. My heart started racing again.

Balancing on one knee, I brought my other knee onto the bed as well.
Slowly... slowly I moved between Hyun's legs. Thinking this position was good enough, I leaned forward slightly and placed my hands on either side of Hyun's waist.

"His pants..."

I couldn't use my hands. If I did, I might hurt Hyun's body.

I thought I could remove them easily with my feet, so I tried to get up, but unlike the stone bed I used, this mattress sank, making it difficult to balance.

If I fell here, I'd collapse right on top of Hyun, so I sat back down.
With my bottom on the bed, I tried to remove Hyun's pants, but the angle made it difficult.

I could probably force it, so I tried putting as much strength into my toes as possible, but I stopped when my leg threatened to cramp.

"This... won't work..."

After racking my brain, I realized there was only one option left.
Trying to steady my trembling breath, I bent down and gently bit Hyun's shorts with my lips.

Naturally, my nose touched Hyun's skin. Just that simple contact sent an electric shock through me.
Feeling my panties getting wet, I slowly pulled his shorts down with my teeth.

Taking off someone's pants while they're lying down was harder than I expected, and I finally managed to remove them by gripping the shorts with my teeth.
Now all that remained between Hyun and me was a single pair of tight underwear.

I couldn't use my teeth. My teeth were sharp, and if they touched him even slightly, Hyun would wake up.
So there was only one option left.

"Hoo... uh... ah..."

I opened my mouth wide and stuck out my tongue.
I could see my saliva dripping onto Hyun's underwear, but I ignored it and pushed my tongue under the elastic band.

The tip of my tongue felt a slightly salty taste and the rough touch of hair.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I lowered my tongue, and the half-lowered underwear caught perfectly on Hyun's thing.

After pulling the underwear down and leaning forward, Hyun's... cock filled my vision.
The smell of body wash and slight sweat, with bleach scent cutting through it all.

And...
The musky, masculine scent that no longer came from me.

At that moment, I unconsciously backed away and covered my mouth with both hands.

"Huu, hu, huh..."

I was scared.
Is this... is this right? Sneaking in while Hyun is sleeping, while my friend is sleeping, to do something like this? Without even being asked?

Well, I'm not sure I'd do it even if asked... No, that's not the point...
If I get caught, won't I be abandoned for real? Should I go back now?

Pretend nothing happened, act like I don't know.
Continue as we have been...

"..."

Continue like this...?
Keep living in this awkward atmosphere where we pretend not to know each other?

Neither able to act like childhood friends nor ignore each other like strangers—continue in this ambiguous atmosphere?
Think that I'll repay this debt someday, in the future, and suffer from a sense of indebtedness my whole life?

"I don't want that..."

I don't want that.
Hyun and I are childhood friends.

Not a relationship where I only receive help one-sidedly, but where we help each other and sometimes play childish pranks.
Where we exchange silly jokes and giggle.

Call each other when bored to play games.
Sometimes fight over nothing.

And then forget about it and return to normal...
Because we've been childhood friends since birth.

So let's end this awkward, ambiguous relationship.
Let's stop ignoring each other while standing at the edge of a line neither wants to cross.

If Hyun won't cross over first, I'll cross over myself.
If that can return us to how we were before, if it can repay even a little of my debt to Hyun...

As I opened my tightly closed eyes, my wildly beating heart began to calm down.
My spinning, blurry vision returned to normal, and strength began to return to my body.

*This is just... for Hyun, who's suffering because of me.*

With that thought, I looked down at Hyun's cock.
I thought it was erect because it made the blanket bulge so much, but that wasn't it.

His limp cock was just so big that it made the blanket bulge.

*This is... Hyun's...*

As I approached right in front of his cock, an overwhelming male scent, much stronger than before, stung my nose.
When my humid breath touched his cock, it seemed to feel it and began to twitch.

When the tip of Hyun's cock bumped against my nose, I felt my womb being squeezed and my breath caught.

"Hah..."

I swallowed hard and slowly approached to press my lips against the tip of Hyun's cock.
His flaccid cock was so soft that it wobbled along with my lip movements.

But when I sucked very slightly, like sipping through a straw, the tip of Hyun's cock slipped between my lips with a soft sound.
I flinched but endured, and when I tapped the tip with my tongue, his limp cock began to throb and rise, so I pulled my mouth away.

His cock, now standing tall, was so large it blocked half my vision.
Overwhelmed by its size, I unconsciously pressed my lips against the shaft of Hyun's cock.

Thump, thump, each time Hyun's cock pulsed, it felt like my lips would burn.
Slowly moving upward, I wrapped my long tongue around the tip of his cock.

*Strange taste...*

Is it... good? No, I'm not sure. But I don't dislike it...

Thinking with a head that felt dizzy like I was drunk wasn't easy.

I took Hyun's cock into my mouth.
Careful not to let my teeth touch it, I wrapped my tongue around his cock as much as possible and slowly sucked.

"Slurp... suck... mmm... pop... suck... mmm..."

Even with my mouth opened as wide as possible, my jaw still hurt.
But I endured and moved my head diligently.

Obscene sounds of sucking in air with saliva filled the room as both Hyun's cock and my panties got wetter.
I could feel Hyun slightly twisting his waist, as if feeling pleasure even in his sleep.

Naturally, Hyun's cock rose higher, and I had to accept it.
Deeper, deeper, until the tip of his cock hit the back of my throat.

"Ughk... kuk, kkeuk..."

I tried to keep my eyes open to check, but even after taking the impossibly large cock to the front of my throat, half of it still remained outside.
Suddenly short of breath, I breathed roughly with his cock still in my mouth.

"Kuhh... guhh... euhh..."

Each time, the overwhelming male scent made it hard to breathe, and finally unable to bear it, I pulled my mouth away.

"Haa... haa..."

It doesn't taste good...
The stale, bitter taste left in my mouth gave me mixed feelings.

Looking back at Hyun, I saw his cock standing tall with veins bulging, and Hyun's face grimacing as if in pain.

*He looks uncomfortable...*

But somehow I felt reluctant to use my mouth again.

"Ah."

There was one more option.
If it's this wet, it might work...

After thinking briefly, I moved forward a bit more and wrapped both feet around Hyun's cock.
Feeling a strange sense of defeat at his cock being as big as my foot, I wiggled my toes and felt the slippery sensation.

This seemed enough that movement wouldn't hurt him, so I supported his cock with one foot and was about to rub it with the other when—

"Hey. What are you doing?"

Hyun woke up.
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I was too shocked to say anything.
But I had to speak. If I backed out now because I was scared, I'd never be able to come back.

I took a deep breath, and the strong masculine scent made my head spin for a moment, but I held myself together and looked at Hyun.
His face was flushed red with confusion, sadness, anger, and a hint of pleasure.

There wasn't a trace of joy or anticipation to be found.
As I thought... Is it just disgusting for a monster like me, who used to be his male friend, to help him release his sexual tension this way?

Suddenly, I hated myself for not being able to do even this properly.
As I bit my lip and looked at Hyun, he hurriedly reached down to pull up his pants.

"What are you doing...! Ugh...!?"

I pressed my heel firmly against his testicles, and he grimaced in pain, his hands stopping momentarily.
I know it hurts. I used to be a man too. But I did it anyway. If I didn't, he would have pulled up his pants.

Then, as if apologizing, I wrapped my entire foot around his shaft and rubbed his glans with my toes.
The saliva I had applied earlier seeped between my toes, making everything slick and sticky.

Squelching sounds filled the air as Hyun's face grew increasingly rigid.
After pulling his hips back briefly, he clenched his teeth, suddenly sat up, and pushed me away.

"Stop it!"

Thud!

"Ugh!?"

With my legs still on Hyun's body, I had been sitting on the edge of the bed. When he suddenly got up, I naturally fell backward, hitting the back of my head on the floor.

Normally, he would have rushed over in panic asking if I was okay, but now he just looked at me with a bewildered expression.

"Hey, you crazy bastard, are you out of your mind? How could you, while I was sleeping... fuck..."

"..."

It hurt. Not my body, but my heart. I wasn't expecting anything anyway.
I slowly got up, sat properly on the floor, and looked up at him.

"Fuck... Is this a dream? No, it's not... Hey, seriously... you... Ha... Fuck..."

Hyun nervously scratched his head, then, seemingly conscious of his lower half, repeatedly pulled and released the elastic waistband of his underwear while breathing heavily.

I slowly approached him as he continued cursing, still unable to accept the situation.
When I pressed my knee onto the bed, it creaked, and Hyun turned toward me with a startled expression.

"Don't come closer."

At his clear rejection, I stopped abruptly and stared at him intently.
The distance between us was just enough that we could touch each other if we reached out.

But neither of us extended our hands first.
It was only natural. Hyun was a Hero, and I was a Monster.

I was the perpetrator who had taken advantage of Hyun while he slept.
And he was the victim who had been taken advantage of while sleeping.

With my head bowed and lips bitten, I offered the feeble excuse I had been holding inside.

"You were struggling because of me."

"...What?"

"Did you think I wouldn't notice...?"

When I asked that, Hyun could only open and close his mouth without saying anything.
Of course, how could he have anything to say? How could he admit that he'd been masturbating daily because he was turned on by his friend's body?

"Every time you wash me or change my clothes, your dick gets hard, and you rush to the bathroom. And when you come out, there's always a bleach smell. Did you think I wouldn't notice?"

"No, that's..."

"I'm not stupid. I used to be a man too, so I roughly know what turns people on. I also know that when you don't use it for a while, even small things can make it hard."

I let myself go with the flow and slowly approached Hyun.
He tried to back away, but with the wall behind him, he couldn't retreat any further.

"...Why, why are you doing this? We could have just pretended not to know."

"I was scared."

This wasn't a joke or an excuse—it was the truth.
Hyun seemed to sense that and relaxed his shoulders as he looked at me.

"So, why were you scared? Did I do something wrong? Or what..."

"Lately, because of work, you don't come home or come home late... You leave while I'm still sleeping..."

"That's... because I've been busy with work lately..."

"Then why do you avoid me whenever I get close to you these days? Why? Do you know how scared that made me...?"

Suddenly feeling miserable, I bit my lip until it bled.

"I know how useless I am... Always leaning on you, always causing trouble, always making mistakes... That's why I was even more anxious...! I was so afraid you might get tired of me and leave suddenly...!!"

You say you're helping me of your own accord and don't need anything in return?
That means you could leave of your own accord too.

"So... don't go to the bathroom alone to relieve yourself, don't hold back. Use me. You can do whatever you want."

If I can keep you this way, I'll do anything.
Saying that, I buried my face between his dick and groin, then slowly looked up.

A vein popped out on Hyun's forehead.

Gritting his teeth, he firmly grabbed my horn and then...

"...Still, this isn't right."

He pushed me away.
As I looked at him with a shocked face, he covered his face with one hand and said while catching his breath:

"We're friends... This isn't something we should do... I just... wanted you to live normally..."

"My body isn't normal to begin with. It's fine. Don't worry about it."

"Even so..."

"I may not be normal now... but I'm living comfortably enough. So, even if it's like this, let me repay you."

Saying that, I shook off Hyun's hand that was holding my horn and immediately grabbed his pants with my mouth, pulling them down.

Unlike when he was lying down, it was much easier to remove his pants and underwear while he was standing... but they got caught on his dick and wouldn't go down any further.

Unable to pull them down more, I sat in front of his dick, opened my mouth as wide as possible, and stuck out my tongue.
From now on, do as your heart tells you. With that intention, I quietly closed my eyes and waited.

There was a rustling sound of fabric.
Then...

Thwack!

"Ugh...!"

The hot, hard, and sticky tip of his dick sprang up like a spring and hit my nose.
As I instinctively flinched and tried to back away, Hyun's large, rough hand firmly grabbed my horn.

"...You started this."

I didn't answer. I just quietly opened my mouth.
Soon, the roughly throbbing tip of his dick touched my lips.

"Mmm..."

"Kuh...!"

When I slightly pushed out my lips like a kiss and gently sucked the tip of his dick, I could feel his hips tense up.
I opened my mouth a bit wider and wrapped my tongue around his dick to the base to protect it from my teeth, taking it into my mouth.

"Mmph... slurp..."

His dick, much hotter than before, had veins standing out as if it might burst at any moment.
The pungent squid-like smell that made it hard to breathe, the bitter taste, and a slight soap scent tickled my nose and crept up to my brain.

"Slurp... gulp, gag, slurp... guhup... shlurp..."

Each time the tip of his dick hit my uvula, far from moaning, I had to hold my breath to suppress the rising nausea, making my eyes water.

Whenever I had a moment to let air into my mouth, I gasped loudly as I tried to take deep breaths.
Meanwhile, to minimize the dripping saliva, I sucked his dick with smacking sounds, filling the room with obscene noises.

As Hyun became increasingly aroused, his hands and arms began to tense, and the pressure on my horns grew stronger.
My body, which had surrendered to being conquered, was now dripping wet between my legs, throbbing and demanding that dick.

As my underwear became soaked, pre-cum began to leak from the tip of Hyun's dick.
It was slightly salty, sour, with a strange smell, and slippery.

"Mmph...! Gak...! Slurp...! Guk, ughh...! Slurp, ugh...!"

I felt nauseated, but with Hyun holding my horn, I couldn't pull away.
His dick went deeper and deeper into my throat. Past my uvula and into my throat, my nose and his stomach grew gradually closer.

My body craved oxygen, but the massive dick blocking my airway showed no sign of letting go.
Tears flowed from the discomfort. Unable to breathe properly, I couldn't even swallow my runny nose, so it dripped down too.

It was a mess. Just, everything was a mess.
Whether from embarrassment or lack of oxygen, my face was so hot that the tears flowing down felt cool.

My tongue, wrapped around his shaft, clearly felt the semen rising through his urethra.
It's coming. Soon.

"Huk, hup...! Cum... ming...!"

Then, the moment my nose touched his stomach.
With a surge, his dick throbbed and began to ejaculate.

His mindless dick poured semen into me as if my stomach were a womb.
Only after filling me until my stomach felt bloated did Hyun's ejaculation stop, and he pushed my horn away to pull out his dick.

"Haa... Haa..."

"How much... ugh... urgh... are you cumming..."

When I inadvertently burped, I flinched and looked to the side to see his dick, which had just ejaculated, still throbbing and dripping a mixture of saliva, pre-cum, and semen.

So one time isn't enough after all.
Swallowing dryly, I slowly lay down on the bed and placed my foot on Hyun's standing thigh.

This way, he'll be able to see my underwear and pussy.

"Want to do more?"

"...I feel like I might break."

"It's okay, I'm tough."

Saying that, I spread my legs apart.
It's still a long way until morning.

undefined - undefined
I had sex with my friend.
The guilt and unbearable pleasure drove me insane.

Sia's nose against my stomach, her soft tongue and lips, her hot mouth and throat.
Everything felt incredible.

I gripped Sia's horns tightly and moved my hips in a half-conscious state.
Looking down at her obscene face covered in saliva, snot, and tears, I was consumed by a base feeling of conquest as I literally violated her throat.

I forced my way into her convulsing throat as she gagged, trying to expel the foreign object, making her take my cock to the base.

"Urgh...! Kuh...! Chuuup...! Kugh, ungh...! Slurp, ughk...!"

Even as Sia choked each time her throat was penetrated, even as she gagged, her face bright red, she didn't let go of my cock.

No... I didn't let go of Sia.

Even knowing this was wrong, knowing there was no going back, I couldn't stop.
I was being dragged down. Falling endlessly. Into the abyss, to rock bottom.

"Huk, hnngh...! I'm, cumming...!"

With an ejaculation incomparable to anything I'd experienced while masturbating in the bathroom, I thrust to the base, making her swallow everything, and filled Sia's mouth and stomach with my semen.

"Urgh.... Kugh...!"

"Kuhugh...! Tssst...! Kuhagh...!"

Uncontrollable moans escaped me from the unbelievable sensation of ejaculation.
After cumming for quite some time, I finally released Sia, who fell backward and continued to gag repeatedly.

"Haa.... Haa...."

"How much... urp...! Kuurgh.... did you cum...."

I must have gone crazy, because even that sight looked cute and erotic to me.
The way she swallowed so much semen and burped with it still on her lips.

Blood rushed to my lower body once again.
It ached like I'd been punched repeatedly since I was getting hard right after ejaculating, but the erection showed no signs of subsiding.

The last bit of reason left in me rang alarm bells to stop now, allowing me to halt my body from pouncing on Sia.
If not for that, I would have been ravaging her like an animal by now.

Endure it. Get a grip. It's not too late.
It's not too late... not... too late...

With a soft touch, Sia's small, soft foot landed on my thigh, and as I followed it with my gaze, I saw her long, snow-white leg.
Looking a bit higher, I saw her smooth, soft-looking thigh, and a bit higher still... her panties sticking to her soaking wet pussy came into view.

Just as my barely maintained reason was wavering precariously,
Sia's foot traveled up my thigh and gently stepped on my cock.

"Want to do more?"

"...—."

I don't even remember what I said.
I had no room to remember such things while forcibly suppressing the instinct to ravage the female before me.

I just tried to steady my increasingly rough breathing, gritting my teeth while trying to maintain my reason.
But...

"It's okay, I'm sturdy."

The moment I saw her pussy begging for my cock as she spread her legs vulgarly to either side, I could no longer hold back.

* * *

With a soft thud, Hyun's cock rested on my stomach.
He'd done nothing but place his cock on my stomach, yet I was already finding it hard to breathe.

"Damn... it reaches, all the way to my belly button..."

An impossible size.
If that goes in, something will definitely break.

Whether it's my reason or my pussy, whichever it is, something will definitely break.
As I trembled with fear that came too late, Hyun's large hand firmly gripped my thigh.

The grip was so strong I could feel each individual finger on my thigh, making me flinch as I looked up.

"H-Hyun...?"

"What."

As he raised his head to look at me, there was no trace of reason left in Hyun's eyes.
His face was different from when he'd been joking around with a playful smile, and different from when he'd seriously told me he was on my side.

It was the face of a male who had discarded all remaining reason to follow his instinct to ravage the female before him.
I was scared. I'd never seen Hyun with such a face before.

"Wait... wai-Hyun...! I'm sorry, just wait...!"

"It's okay, I'll be gentle."

I'm not okay.
I'm scared.

It's going to hurt.
Something that big, like that...

I tried to move my legs while shouting like that, but since I was already in a spread-legged position, I couldn't properly exert any strength.
Biting my trembling lips, I closed my eyes tightly and relaxed my legs.

"...Okay."

As I docilely accepted Hyun's touch, he slowly removed my panties.
The waistband came down easily, but the part touching my pussy peeled away like it had been glued with adhesive.

A silvery thread connecting my panties and pussy stretched out before gently wrapping around Hyun's cock.
Hyun exhaled a heated breath and placed his cock on top of my pussy.

"Ngh...!"

Though only a single panty had been removed, it felt like I might get burned from the heat of his cock.

"I'm putting it in."

"Okay...."

Hyun pulled his hips back slightly and pressed the tip of his cock against my pussy.
Here it comes. Here it comes...

"Relax your legs."

"I-I'm scared...."

It was ridiculous to back out now, but I was truly terrified.
At that moment, something slightly cold touched my clitoris.

"Hik!?"

I jerked my hips up reflexively and looked down to see Hyun touching my pussy with his thumb.

"I'll loosen you up a bit."

As if refusing to hear any objections, Hyun said that and proceeded to vigorously stimulate my pussy.
He persistently bit and sucked on my clitoris... while his fingers probed inside my pussy.

"Hih, haung.... ungh...! Hy-Hyun...!"

Every time the tip of Hyun's tongue flicked my clitoris, my buttocks tensed and relaxed repeatedly, and whenever his thick, firm fingers probed my pussy, my legs involuntarily closed together.

My waist and wings trembled uncontrollably.
My legs were a mess, tensing and relaxing chaotically.

A strange feeling. Like I needed to pee but strangely couldn't.
No, it was a bit different from that. It was just a feeling I couldn't explain in words.

"Ungh...!"

Just a little more... just a little more... and...
As I was gritting my teeth and breathing heavily, Hyun withdrew his hand.

"Ah...."

I let out an involuntary sigh of disappointment, and Hyun wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as he positioned himself between my legs.

"This should be loose enough. You're not scared anymore, right?"

"Y-yeah...."

Quickly, just a little more and it would have felt even better.
I barely managed to suppress the female instinct screaming within me, but my body, already dominated by instinct, was moving on its own.

I placed both legs on Hyun's thighs and wrapped them around his waist.
Even so, my legs were too short to wrap around more than halfway.

That wasn't all—using my wings as support, I lifted my waist to create a position more receptive to his cock.
My body had moved into this position without me realizing it.

As I blinked stupidly, not comprehending the situation, Hyun pressed his throbbing cock against my pussy.

"I'm putting it in."

The moment I nodded, something huge forced its way into my body.
Pain like a knife carving out my pussy shot up from my waist to the top of my head.

"Ugh, uugh...! U-uhih.... hih, kuurgh...!"

Pleasant moans like in porn? What a joke.
The limit was holding my breath and exhaling repeatedly to survive, to reduce the pain even slightly, while trying to relax my body as much as possible.

Lights flashed before my tightly closed eyes, and my entire body tensed up.
The feeling of being completely filled made even breathing difficult.

"Kuuugh...! Kak...! Kahuk, hu.... huguh...!"

It hurts. It hurts hurts hurts hurts.
I feel like I'm dying. I'm really going to die. My stomach will tear and I'll really die.

"Huik.... it hurts...."

I couldn't tell if what was flowing down was blood or fluid.
It just, it just hurt so much.

I didn't know it would hurt this much.
From porn and everything, everyone seemed to do it so casually, so I thought it only hurt the first time...

As I was breathing heavily from the terrible foreign sensation and pain like every joint in my body was being pried open, Hyun held me tightly.

"Hua...?"

I looked at Hyun with surprised eyes, and he was looking at me with half-lidded eyes.
At a distance where our breaths tickled each other's faces, Hyun's face drew closer.

I turned my head to the side, thinking our lips would touch if he came any closer.

"No... kisses...."

When I said that, Hyun buried his face in the crook of my neck and bit it.

"Hih...!"

As I flinched, Hyun's hand gently caressed my stomach and then moved up to cup my breast.
It was just a caress, but it felt like electricity was running through my entire body.

I still couldn't move my body due to the foreign sensation in my stomach, but gradually my pussy was relaxing and beginning to accept Hyun's cock.
As I was slowly catching my breath, Hyun brushed my hair to the side.

"Ah...?"

"Doesn't hurt anymore, right?"

Hyun's face had somehow returned to its usual self.
Not a beast that had lost its reason, but my childhood friend.

The fear disappeared, and my head felt fuzzy.
I nodded unconsciously, and Hyun slowly withdrew his hips.

With the feeling that my uterus in my lower abdomen was being pulled out along with his cock, I unconsciously wrapped my legs around Hyun's waist.
I did it without thinking, afraid my uterus would come out if he pulled out completely.

"Don't want me to pull out?"

At Hyun's mischievous voice, I frowned briefly, then mumbled before nodding.

Once again, Hyun's cock delved deep inside me, and unlike before when it only hurt terribly, I bit my lips at the strange pleasure mixed with the pressure and pain.

My lip split with a stinging sensation.
Hyun put his finger in my mouth, and I had no choice but to open it.

"Chu...."

"Unhuh...!?"

I was startled and trembled at the sudden invasion of his lips and tongue pushing into my mouth.

The taste of my first kiss was the tangy taste of blood.

My breath was completely blocked, and my face grew hot.
I trembled as I swallowed saliva and felt our tongues intertwine.

By the time a single tear rolled down, Hyun finally separated his lips from mine, and as I stared at him with a dazed expression, he grabbed my waist with both hands.

"I'm going to move now. Okay?"

I pondered for a long time, but the answer was predetermined.
I nodded.

The night deepened.

Ch.142 - Dragon's Gratitude
Every time Hyun pulled out his massive cock, I gasped and tensed my lower abdomen, feeling like my insides were being dragged out with it.

If I didn't do this, it felt like my womb would be pulled out along with Hyun's cock.

I knew that wouldn't actually happen, but I was still scared enough that I couldn't help it.

Hyun's cock was so big that it genuinely felt like it might pull something out.

"Kahuk, ugut!?"

Conversely, every time that stupidly huge cock thrust deep inside and pushed up against my womb, I had to exhale the breath I'd been holding along with a cough.

The mercilessly stabbing cock lifted not just my womb but my entire insides, making the sound burst out involuntarily.

How on earth could the actresses in porn videos moan like that while doing something this agonizing and difficult?

Just holding back screams was my limit—how could they possibly ride on top of a man and move their hips themselves?

Ah, I guess that's why they're professionals.

"Huu... hu, huu..."

It was much, *much* better than when the cock first entered, but even just gasping for breath was close to my limit. I looked at Hyun, hoping this ordeal would end quickly.

Hyun was shaking his hips diligently, dripping with sweat.

Of course, he wasn't moving wildly—he was shaking his hips as slowly as possible, being considerate of me.

Even though it was my first time, I could tell well enough that Hyun was being considerate.

That's because from the moment he first inserted his cock until now, not once had Hyun pushed his cock all the way to the base into my pussy.

...Or maybe it just wouldn't go in all the way?

I wasn't sure.

"Huut...!"

*Tsugek, puk, jjeok...*

The cock pulled out, then thrust deep inside again.

Just endlessly slow, Hyun didn't increase the speed of his hip movements until my body could accept his cock without strain.

It was a strange feeling.

The kind I couldn't quite explain... a strange feeling.

"Does it feel good?"

"I don't know... I don't knoww...!"

I really didn't know.

This was my first time feeling something like this, so I didn't really know how to explain it.

My hips floated up, my legs trembled as they tensed involuntarily, and my toes curled on their own.

*Thump thump*, every time the tip of Hyun's cock touched somewhere, light flashed before my eyes.

And it didn't take long to realize that was my cervix.

That's because when Hyun thrust his cock deep inside, I could see my belly bulging out.

"Uuooo... uook... uhuk...!"

I'd never seen anything like this before. I'd never felt anything like this before. The moment the cock pushed through and entered my pussy with a *squish*, a strange sound came out of me without realizing it.

Also, when the cock that had been thrust deep inside slowly pulled out, my pussy clung to Hyun's cock and wouldn't let go, and my womb sucked on his cock as if it would be dragged out of my pussy along with it.

At times like this, even Hyun seemed to feel good, making a "kut" sound.

It hurt, but it also felt strangely good. And when I saw Hyun's face showing pleasure... I felt happy too, just a little bit.

"When are you going to cum...!"

"Should I speed up a bit?"

If he sped up from here... wouldn't I really die?

I swallowed dry saliva and agonized over it, but I nodded, thinking it would be better to just finish quickly.

"Okay. I'll speed up a little."

After saying that, Hyun placed one of my legs on his shoulder.

The feeling changed. The sensation of my pussy clinging to his cock completely changed.

"Heu...?"

"I'm moving."

The moment the cock pushed through the vaginal walls with a *tsugeok*, my hips floated up with a feeling like lightning striking in my head.

It was completely different from before. The force of the cock pressing against the vaginal walls itself was different.

"Oguk!?"

"Does it feel good?"

"Don't ask that...! You idiot...!"

I was so embarrassed that I tried to cover my face with my hands, but Hyun grabbed my wrists and forcibly moved them away.

"Don't cover your face."

As I gritted my teeth and glared at Hyun, he stroked my cheek with his hand.

"Hey, Yu Sia."

"Heu...?"

When I opened my eyes at the sudden call of my name, Hyun smiled and said:

"I'll never abandon you, so don't worry."

What was he saying at a time like this?

Rather than saying that with my mouth, my body moved on its own and affirmed Hyun's words.

The pain decreased and the pleasure increased sharply, and I tensed my lower body at the urge to urinate that I hadn't felt until just now, but...

No matter how much I tensed my pussy with the cock buried inside, it only squeezed the cock deliciously—it couldn't erase the urge to urinate.

"Wait, wait...! Hurry, pull out...!"

My tongue went limp and my pronunciation slurred, so Hyun looked at me with a puzzled expression.

No, that bastard knew and was deliberately pretending not to hear.

"I said pull out...!"

"Why?"

"I feel like I'm going to pee... I'm going to pee...!"

"It's okay. We can just wash the blanket and mattress again."

That's not the point, you stupid idiot!

The moment I inhaled to say that, I ended up peeing with a *chiit...!* sound.

"Guuuik...! Ut, kkuhut...!"

No, it wasn't pee. It was something, something different.

What? What, no. Huh? Uh?

I don't know, I don't know about this...!

"Uuk...! Wa, wait...! This... ugk, in this position...! My pussy, my pussy...!"

I don't like this. It feels good, but no. It hurts, but it feels good.

This... the cock is too deep, my head...

"Heuuu..."

...

—!

"Huup!?"

What, hey?

What just happened...?

Did I... just pass out?

As I struggled to catch my breath and swallowed dry saliva, I felt a strange sensation on the soles of my feet and lifted my head.

"Suup..."

Hyun was shaking my hips diligently while burying his nose between my toes and sniffing.

Crazy bastard... crazy bastard, crazy...!

"You pervert...! What are you doing...!"

While I was passed out for a moment, he did such perverted things...!

"It's okay, it doesn't smell."

"That's not the point...!"

Fuck...! Fuuuck...!

As I gritted my teeth and huffed, Hyun smiled while taking off his soaked shirt.

"You even squirted—did it feel that good?"

As I swallowed dry saliva looking at his solid muscles and numerous scars, Hyun chuckled and tossed the shirt he was holding to the side.

The wet *splat* sound made my face turn bright red.

I came that much? Enough to soak his entire shirt?

"I'm glad it doesn't seem to hurt anymore. Then, is it okay if I move a bit faster?"

"...It's okay."

When I said that, Hyun smiled broadly, gripped my waist tightly with both hands, and thrust his cock deep inside.

My legs trembled at the pain like my insides were being pierced and the pleasure like static electricity crackling in my head.

"Kahuk...!"

*Kuk! Kuk! Kuk!*

No matter how much we changed positions, my body couldn't fully accept Hyun's cock.

Thanks to that, every time he bounced his hips, the cock knocked against my cervix and I felt like I was losing my mind.

Breathing was so difficult I felt like I was dying.

My vision spun and grew hazy.

All I could hear was the sticky sound of love juices and pre-cum mixing, the sucking sounds from my pussy clinging to and not letting go of the cock.

And right next to my ear, Hyun's hot, rough breathing, and the sound of my heart pounding like crazy.

"Uk, ut, ugut... kahuk... kahak...!"

This bastard... why is he being so aggressive...!

With my breath catching, I tried to inhale with my mouth open as wide as possible, but every time the cock knocked against my womb, I could only make choking sounds at the unbelievable pleasure.

It hurts, but it feels good.

Good. Good. I love cock... if I learn about this...!

I tried somehow to grit my teeth and hold onto my sanity, but...

*Jjigek, puk, chiit...*

My pussy, already turned stupid, squirted on its own every time Hyun thrust his cock inside.

"Ak, keuhit, uuk...!"

"Does it feel good?"

"I don't know...! Kut, I don't know...! Fuck...! Keuhuk... hu, heu..."

Feeling like I might really die at this rate, I wrapped my arms around Hyun's neck and pressed my lips against his.

Hard enough for our teeth to clash—it was more like a headbutt than a kiss, but Hyun didn't care and intertwined his tongue.

"Ouk...! Kahak...! Uk, hu, hurry...! Cum already...!"

When I gritted my teeth and said that, Hyun nodded.

It would be over soon. The moment I thought that, Hyun grabbed my other leg too and placed it on his shoulder like before.

Then he leaned forward.

It was such an embarrassing position that I tried to lower my legs, but no matter how much I twisted my body, I couldn't lower them.

It was that position I'd seen in porn and doujinshi.

That position for impregnating someone. Mating press.

"Not this, not this position...!?"

It went in much deeper than before.

I wondered if my womb had opened up and swallowed the cock whole.

*Puk puk puk!!*

"Uk, uok...! Euuk...!"

Cock, cockcockcock...!

"I'm dying...!"

"Just, a little more...! I'm cumming...!"

At that moment when I writhed in the pleasure filling my head.

I felt Hyun's cock swelling inside my pussy.

"Kut...! Kkuheu...!"

"Ahuaak...!?"

Hot semen poured into my womb.

I didn't know if it was hot—I just felt my belly gradually filling with something.

"Hu, hue... u... ah...?"

When Hyun pulled out his cock with his teeth clenched tight, the semen that had been filling my womb and pussy spurted out with a *ppuuk*.

With hazy eyes, I looked at the twitching cock, then had a nosebleed with a *drip* and passed out.

Ch.143 - Attraction
Several days have passed since my first experience, which happened in a rush due to my fears and vague anxieties.
Though the intention and beginning were terrible, the outcome wasn't necessarily so. Hyun and I couldn't go back to how things were before, but we could still get along like we used to.

"Hey, get me some water."

"Get it yourself. Do you not have hands or feet?"

"I don't have hands."

"Well, can't be helped then. I'll get it for you."

We returned to exchanging silly jokes and pranks like we used to.

There had been an invisible wall between us, a subtle distance. But after crossing that line once, it completely disappeared.
Man and woman, monster and Hero—none of that mattered anymore. We just returned to being people, to the relationship between Choi Hyun and Yu Sia.

Rrrring——

Oh, and one more thing.
Having the most reliable ally in the world by my side meant I could ignore most of what used to frighten me.

Especially calls from reporters.

"Hey, looks like another reporter calling."

"Seems so. Let's just eat."

"Wait a moment. I'll answer it."

I said that as I got down from my chair and pressed the speakerphone button.
Like clockwork, reporters called day and night, and this one greeted me with the same repertoire as always.

[Hello, this is reporter Kang Myung-han from ○○ Daily. The reason I'm calling is—]

Tired of hearing the same lines every time, I immediately muted the call and cleared my throat. Hyun looked up from his food and blinked at me.

"What are you doing?"

"Just watch."

I said that and then made the cutest, most childish voice I could.

"Hewwo!"

[Uh, ah. Little one, are there any adults at home?]

"Hyunnie oppa is at work! He said he's gonna catch lots of bad people today!"

[I see... Well, I'm your oppa's friend. Could you tell him to call me when he gets home?]

"Yes! I will!"

[Good, take care.]

After the call ended with a click, I stayed put just in case, but there was no follow-up call.

"That should keep them quiet for a while."

"Hahahahaha! Kuk, khahaha... Hahaha!"

"Stop laughing, you bastard!!"

I shouted as I sat back down, and Hyun, who had been watching me, snickered.

"Whew... Wow, people have been asking if I have a younger sibling lately. So it was because of you?"

"What else could I do? They keep calling. If you picked me up, you should deal with the consequences."

"Well, I guess you're cute at least."

Feeling heat rush to my face, I frowned, got up, and went over to kick his leg.
I had to do it this way because my legs are too short to reach when sitting down.

"Ow!"

"Don't say creepy shit like that, asshole!"

"I've already seen everything there is to see, so what's the big deal..."

"That's different from this. Anyway, just eat. You have to leave for work soon."

"Can't you call me oppa just once?"

"You piece of shit."

"Come on, why not? Call me oppa once for all my hard work."

"I heard these days younger sisters call their oppas 'piece of shit.' You piece of shit."

We looked at each other and snickered before continuing to eat.
Actually, Hyun had already finished his meal while I was on the phone and was just staring at me.

At first, I ignored it and kept eating, but his gaze became increasingly uncomfortable.
Especially since this bastard kept staring at my lips.

"You'll choke, asshole."

"Alright, alright."

"If you get it, stop staring."

He finally looked away when I frowned hard.
It's always like this these days.

Looking at it this way, you might think it's a perfect happy ending full of only good things...
But every situation always has its side effects.

"Hey, tonight..."

"No, I'm not doing it, you crazy sex machine. Absolutely not. Don't you care about my body at all, you bastard?"

Once is hard, but twice or three times is easy. After my first experience, Hyun often asked me to...
help satisfy his sexual urges. "Help" sounds weird—he asked for my assistance whenever he was struggling.

Sometimes with my mouth, sometimes with my feet...
I don't know where he was hiding all these perverted tendencies, asking me to rub with my armpits or between my thighs...

Sigh, it's just exhausting to talk about.
I sighed deeply and looked at Hyun with a blank expression. He stared back at me with a dumbfounded look before bursting out:

"...No, I meant I'll be late tonight, you crazy bastard! Why are you making me out to be some pervert!?"

"So that's not it? Just last night we were lying on the sofa, and as soon as I accidentally touched you with my foot, you got hard right away. How can you say that with a straight face? Have some shame, man!"

"Well, that's true."

I thought he'd argue that was different, but he coolly admitted it without any resistance.
He's only quick to admit things when it makes me uncomfortable.

"Sigh, so why are you going to be late today?"

"'Again'? Someone listening would think I'm always late."

"You are always late. If you're saying you'll be late like today, does that mean you won't come home at all?"

"When you put it that way, I have nothing to say..."

Scratching under his eye, Hyun leaned back in his chair and nodded.
The dark circles under his eyes, which had gotten worse than before, made him look quite tired.

"Well, anyway, I'll be really late today. I'll try to come home if possible, but I'm not sure if I can make it... You should probably assume I won't be back."

"What are you doing that's keeping you away?"

"Harmageddon. We need to check out a few places that might be their hideouts. If we get unlucky and get held up, I might have to stay there for days."

I blinked in surprise. This was much bigger than I'd thought.
How did they already find hideouts...

"So the Association was working hard while I was at home..."

"If we couldn't do this much, the Association would have shut down long ago. Originally, you were supposed to come along on this mission too, but things got complicated."

Wait, what is he saying?
He was planning to take me with him?

"Why would you take a rookie like me there?"

"Because there might be Light Dragon remains or monsters modified with Light Dragon remains like you."

Hyun's words reminded me of the remains Park So-Ah used to lure me a few days ago, and the strange attraction I felt when I met No. 445.

"So that's why you wanted me to take the Hero Intern exam?"

"Well, yeah. And it's much safer for you to be among Heroes than alone at home."

That makes sense. Even an S-Class Hero's home means nothing if the Hero who's supposed to protect it is away.
In that sense, it might be better to be among Heroes, even if it's a bit dangerous.

*If only it weren't for those damn Light Dragon scales...*

Without them, I wouldn't have been harassed by reporters, and I could have been going around with Hyun...

"Oh, right. What happened to that person?"

"Who?"

"You know, that woman from the Association who threatened me with the scales."

"Oh, Park So-Ah? She's in a psychiatric ward now."

Right, of course she's... Wait, psychiatric ward?

"Not in jail but a psychiatric ward? Why?"

"Oh, after her arrest, she received a Grade X in her psychological evaluation. So she's undergoing treatment now."

Treatment is just a nice way of saying isolation.
Hyun said this as he gulped down cold water.

"Light Dragon remains and weapons made from the Light Dragon are S-Class dangerous items, so legally, no one except S-Class Heroes and high-ranking Association executives who've passed psychological evaluations can possess or even touch them."

So that woman did all that knowing she'd be arrested?
Her obsession was so chilling I couldn't even laugh.

"That's really scary."

"People are always the scariest things. Whew, I'll be late if I stay any longer. Anyway, I might not make it home today, so if there's no call from me after 7, go ahead and eat dinner. I'm heading out."

"Be careful. Don't get hurt."

"I will."

Hyun patted my head and left the house.
With a click, the door closed, and the house became quiet.

I put the empty dishes in the sink and lay down on the sofa to watch TV.
The TV was still talking about the "corruption of an S-Class Hero" and spreading fear about the dangers of the Light Dragon.

What used to make me feel wronged and miserable no longer bothered me.
As Hyun said, I hadn't done anything wrong, and I had a reliable ally who would never leave my side no matter what.

"Ah, I should brush my teeth."

I got off the sofa and headed to the bathroom to brush my teeth, but right at that moment, I felt something strange.

[Huh, now you're coming out openly.]

I wanted to think it was just my imagination, but with the Light Dragon appearing, I couldn't dismiss it.

[You didn't really think it was your imagination, did you?]

"Stop this bullshit..."

I frowned and bit my lip.
That sensation I couldn't forget—the same feeling I had with Park So-Ah and when I met No. 445.

No, this feeling was much stronger.
If what I felt with Park So-Ah was like being called, this felt like being pulled.

I tried to ignore it, but as the pull grew stronger, I had no choice but to go outside.

Ch.144 - Bigger Than Expected
I shouldn't resist this feeling that seems to be calling me. I know that much.
It might sound strange, but... even knowing better, I had no choice but to go.

*Stop now. You need to turn back.*

My mind was coldly assessing the situation, telling me to turn back quickly, but my damn body refused to listen.
I had to go. I had to go this way. Something was calling me. That unconscious feeling kept pulling me forward.

Just like how you'd reflexively jerk your hand away from a pot of boiling water, my body reflexively followed this pull the moment I felt it.

Looking back now, it was the same with Park So-Ah.
What if a real Harmageddon spy had been there instead of Park So-Ah? Why would I go alone, especially knowing the practical exam was coming up soon?

Even though I shouldn't have gone, I was drawn to Park So-Ah as if in a trance.
No, not to Park So-Ah, but to the Light Dragon's remains, to where the scale was.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world.

*But why...?*

Is it because I was created from part of the Light Dragon? I don't know.
If that's really the case...

[That's probably exactly what you're thinking.]

The one who resolved my spiraling questions was none other than the Light Dragon himself.
...Come to think of it, the one who would know most about this problem wasn't a person but a dragon, and he was right here.

While I was thinking this, the Light Dragon read my mind before I could even ask what he meant, and slowly explained.

[Your body is now in a state that could truly be called half-dragon. Simply put, you're neither dragon nor human.]

"I know that without you telling me. What's important is why I'm being drawn to these things."

[That's—]

I stopped walking for a moment as the Light Dragon seemed about to start explaining.
But strangely, standing still made it impossible to concentrate on the conversation.

I can normally sit quietly and listen to someone talk. But today, I just couldn't.
My legs were shaking, my eyes darting around, scanning my surroundings for nothing in particular, then looking in the direction of the pull, tilting my head up to look at the sky, then down again, flapping my wings...

Anyone watching would think I had ADHD, I was so restless.
If I could feel it, the Light Dragon surely could too.

[Just keep moving. It seems we still have some distance to go, so there'll be plenty of time to talk.]

"...Alright."

Only after I started walking again could I continue my conversation with the Light Dragon.

[The reason you're drawn to my remains is because you're a half-dragon.]

"I'm drawn to them because I'm a half-dragon?"

[Yes. Basically, wyverns and other lesser dragons, as well as half and quarter dragons, are naturally drawn to true dragons.]

That reminded me of the scale Park So-Ah had been holding.
So this pull I'm feeling now is for the same reason.

"No, but being drawn to different objects like this... That doesn't make sense."

[It's not particularly nonsensical. Don't you humans have a saying that blood is thicker than water? It's a similar principle.]

"That saying is used for family."

[That's precisely why I mentioned it. Just as you can recognize your parents' faces and presence from a distance, wyverns, lesser dragons, and dragon-kin are naturally drawn to the dragons from which they originate.]

I understood that much, but there was still something I didn't get.

"...But I was originally human?"

[You may not be a half-dragon born through normal means, but dragon blood—my blood—flows within you. So, well, being drawn like this is inevitable.]

Is that so...

"Is there no way to resist it?"

[Could you keep your hand in a fire and remain still?]

"Of course not."

It's common knowledge that fire is hot. Hot means painful, and any living being tries to avoid pain.

This is the realm of instinct.
Wait a minute.

"So you're saying this is instinct?"

[Yes. It's instinct. And as far as I remember, I've never seen anyone successfully resist that pull.]

I couldn't make a judgment based solely on the Light Dragon's word, but it felt like my world was going dark.
The Light Dragon, who probably knew almost everything about dragons, had directly said "there's no such method," which was incredibly frustrating.

The feeling of being called was getting stronger, but instead of finding answers, I was only getting more frustrated.
So basically, until Harmageddon disappears or all of the Light Dragon's remains are gone, I'll have to suffer this pull.

Of course, the Light Dragon's remains aren't like pebbles lying on the street, so I won't be tormented all the time, but just when I thought things were finally settling down and I could live normally, this happened. I couldn't feel entirely positive about it.

[If you think about it differently, you could say it would all end if you just eliminated Harmageddon completely. They're the only ones using the Light Dragon's remains as they please.]

The Light Dragon had a point, but if it were that easy, I wouldn't be worrying about this now.
These people had terrorized the court, manipulated a Hero Intern, and were using the Light Dragon's remains that were supposed to be under the Association's control like they were throwaway cards.

Would such people be easily caught?
No, they've been doing these crazy things for years without being rooted out, so what would change now?

"...Things will change."

Yes. Things will change. They're improving, even if slowly.
And... Hyun is here. Things will definitely get better someday.

[By the way, do you have a plan?]

"Of course not."

If I'd had a plan, I would have called Hyun immediately when I felt this damn pull.
If I had, S-Class and A-Class Heroes would probably be following me in a line by now.

[What are you thinking, going there now? You must know who's calling you?]

"Who else but Harmageddon? Either a lackey or someone with a name."

[Knowing that and still going... I don't understand what you're thinking.]

What am I thinking... I'm thinking a lot. That's what I'm doing right now.
No, that's not what I meant to say.

"I've just had a change of heart."

I've learned that there are people who will believe in me no matter what happens.
I've come to believe that if the whole world turns against me, there are people who will stand with me against it.

"When you have people like that, it seems a bit cowardly to dump everything on them and tremble alone just for my own comfort."

It's a bit embarrassing to say this, but it's sincere.
That's why I answered the call from the reporter myself.

I did it to show that I can handle things too, to show Hyun that he doesn't have to shoulder everything alone.

"And if the pull is this strong, it means the Light Dragon's remains are involved. If that's the case, I should be the one to deal with it."

I still see Hyun nearly dying after being hit by No. 445's flames in the courtroom.
When I think about that, I know I'm the right person for this.

Just as Hyun puts himself in danger for me, I'm putting myself in danger for him.
It's my own way of repaying him.

[So, you don't want to see your mate get hurt.]

"Who...! Who said he's my mate... It's not like that. Just... Oh, forget it!"

Leaving the Light Dragon snickering behind me, I stood in front of the park where the feeling was intensely pulling at the back of my neck.
...Wait, why a park of all places? When things went down at the hospital, it also started in a park... No, surely not.

Nah, it can't be.
Thinking that, I stepped into the park.

Since it was just about time for people to go to work, there weren't many people in the park.

There were a few people walking around, but at most it was just early morning cleaners and elderly people out for a walk.

The fortunate thing was that since the people in the park were just people, no one paid any attention to me.
Come to think of it, I hadn't met anyone from leaving home until arriving at the park.

My instinct told me this was the right place, but the unnaturally peaceful atmosphere created a sense of dissonance.
This eerily peaceful feeling, the boldness of openly calling me out in an open space, and the unnaturally low number of people...

All the circumstances reminded me of what happened at the hospital.
And what came out of that hospital was...

"...Come out. I know you're here."

As soon as I said that, the surroundings became eerily quiet.
When I turned around, there was a man sitting on a bench that I was sure had been empty when I passed by.

As if he had been there from the beginning.
He was a man I knew well.

"It's been a really long time, Sia."

His voice was clearly full of humor and friendliness, but there was a strange sense of unpleasantness that made me frown involuntarily.
The man looked at my expression as if even that amused him.

"...Han Yeong-Seok."

"Oh. I'm honored that you remember me."

The one who called me wasn't a lackey or someone with just a bit of a name.
It was the leader of Harmageddon.

Ch.145 - Threats And Persuasion
I had expected Harmageddon to appear.
After all, they're the only organization so blatantly targeting me.

But I never thought the leader of Harmageddon would show up personally.
No... thinking about it, he already revealed himself once at Seongmo Hospital, so it's not that strange.

Well, that doesn't matter right now.

"Why did you call me here?"

"Straight to business... We could at least chat a bit first."

I sighed deeply as my barely contained anger began to boil again.

"Cut the bullshit and tell me why you called me."

"That's unfortunate, but since you seem to dislike me so much, I have no choice."

His voice sounded somewhat disappointed, but his expression remained cheerfully smiling, creating an unsettling disconnect.
No matter what he said, that consistent smiling expression made it impossible to know what he was really thinking.

Uncanny.

Though his outer shell appeared human, the moment you faced him and spoke with him, you felt that uncanniness.
Human but not human... like glimpsing something incomprehensible wearing a human mask.

"The reason I called you today is simple. Sia, I'd like to make you an offer."

He said this while dusting off his hands and standing up to approach me.
The old me would have backed away in fear, but... not anymore.

I was prepared to fly away to escape if necessary, but fortunately, he stopped in front of me.
Just out of arm's reach, he chuckled softly and extended his hand toward me.

Just like he did at the hospital months ago.

"Yu Sia, join us."

Another worthless suggestion not worth hearing.
Just as I was about to raise my middle finger like last time, the man who had been smiling all along slightly opened his eyes.

"You should choose your answer carefully."

"You think threatening me will make me work under a suspicious bastard like you?"

Though he was just staring silently, I found it hard to breathe.
But I didn't back down. Because I have Hyun. Because I'm not alone.

Steeling my resolve, I didn't retreat a single step and glared straight at him. He observed my reaction with interest, and when our eyes met, he smiled brightly.

"Haha. Of course not. I never thought Sia would join Harmageddon with just this kind of invitation."

Just a joke. A joke. He said that while smiling pleasantly.
His appearance was so pathetic and disgusting that I unconsciously frowned.

He was clearly a bad person, but judging by his face and demeanor alone, he didn't look like one at all.
He seemed to be trying to appear that way.

[Don't be fooled by appearances.]

I know.
No, I know better than anyone. How could I not?

He's the one who modified my body, terrorized the train my grandmother was on, released monsters in the hospital, attacked the courthouse, and used Park So-Ah to reveal that I'm the Light Dragon to socially destroy me.

*Damn, it would be stranger if I didn't know after going through all that.*

This man, with that calm face, kills people and uses them as experimental materials without hesitation.
He's garbage who doesn't care how many people get hurt or die for his plans.

"Haha, it seems I've really gotten on your bad side."

"..."

"Oh? Not even answering me now? How disappointing."

His cheerful smile while spouting such nonsense didn't even warrant a sarcastic laugh.
He thinks I dislike him? Does he not know what he's done? Or does he think anything that comes out of his mouth counts as valid speech?

No, that can't be it. This bastard knows exactly what he's doing.
If he genuinely didn't know, he'd either be the world's rarest psychopath or have a brain full of holes like a sponge.

"Don't glare at me like that. I didn't come here to fight today."

"Ha, not here to fight? You fucking bastard... Are you messing with me...?"

"Hmm... I'm not really joking though?"

Watching him scratch his cheek with a troubled expression made my insides twist.
Of all people, seeing the very person who put me in this state acting like this made my stomach feel like it was tearing apart from stress.

Feeling like I might cause trouble if this dragged on any longer, I faced him while suppressing my emotions as much as possible.

"...What are you playing at? Trying to make me angry enough to attack you? So you can spread my identity and socially destroy me?"

I won't fall for such cheap tricks.
No matter what happens, things won't go the way you want.

Thinking this while glaring at him, he raised his hands in surrender.

"No, no, why would I bother with something so complicated and troublesome? I'm just here to recruit Sia to Harmageddon, that's all!"

"If you're trying to provoke me with these pathetic word games, drop it. Just talking to someone like you is making me sick."

I growled, baring my teeth, but he just smiled awkwardly and shrugged.

"I'm actually quite serious about this. About recruiting Sia to Harmageddon."

"What?"

"If this were a joke or prank, would I have come all the way here in person? Don't you think?"

My mind went blank at his statement, which far exceeded my imagination.
I was dumbfounded.

Carrot and stick? After tormenting me all this time, he now says he actually wanted to recruit me, and expects me to follow him?

What kind of crazy lunatic is he?
...No, no. Don't jump to conclusions. Right. He's just saying this to confuse me.

Taking anything this bastard says seriously would be idiotic in the first place.
Get a grip.

"More word games..."

"Does this seem like a joke?"

Despite my repeated mental preparation, I flinched at his emotionless voice.
His eyes, now open like an ordinary person's, didn't look like they belonged to a living human at all.

They were transparent like well-crafted glass marbles, but that made them seem lifeless.
It was brief, but the eerie atmosphere made me feel like I wanted to escape immediately, constricting my breathing.

"I told you when we first met. Sia will inevitably come to our side, and if that doesn't happen... I'll make it happen."

"...Ha. What, are you planning to kidnap me now because I won't give up?"

Even as I said this, I stepped back a few paces to be ready to escape at any moment.
Despite coming here with determination, if I actually got kidnapped, my efforts to help Hyun would end up hindering him instead.

As I swallowed dryly and slowly backed away, the expressionless man watching me shrugged.

"Kidnap? Such an ominous word. I intend to make Sia 'choose,' not force you to join Harmageddon. Dragging you in against your will would only create resentment."

After finishing his sentence, he smiled again and pulled something out from inside his coat.
For a moment I thought it was a weapon and became alert, but what he took out was an ordinary mobile phone.

"Did you know that the Hero Association is attacking Harmageddon's hideouts today?"

Why do you know about that?
I almost blurted out, but held back and said:

"...I don't know."

"Is that so? Well, if you don't know, you can learn about it now."

After fiddling with his phone, he said, "Ah, here it is," and showed me the screen.

The screen displayed a map of Seoul with thirteen red dots marked on it.

Though there was no explanation, just dots on a map, I instinctively understood.
Those dots marked their hideouts.

"Judging by your expression, you seem to have figured it out. Yes, as you suspected, these dots represent our hideouts that the heroes will be visiting in this operation. Quite a lot when you see them all, isn't it?"

"...You knew everything?"

"Yes. That's why we set up a counter-trap."

I hadn't told him anything... No, he knew more than I did.

I only knew that Hyun was searching for Harmageddon's hideouts with other heroes, but he even knew that the operation would be executed "today."

How is that even possible?
He's not affiliated with the Association, and as the leader of Harmageddon, which is hostile to the Association, how could he...

"Why, are you surprised? That I know all this? Well, of course you'd be surprised. It would be strange not to be."

I unconsciously swallowed at his voice full of amusement.
He observed even this reaction with pleasure as he spoke.

"Now then... let me offer you another choice, Sia."

He chuckled softly and extended his hand.

"Join our side. If you refuse..."

"I'll blow up the building where Choi Hyun is."
He said this with a smile.

Ch.146 - If Things Go Wrong....
...it was just a moment, but I almost fell for it.
This isn't because I'm gullible or because I don't trust Hyun.

Honestly speaking, anyone would have flinched hearing something like that.
Who could just brush off a threat from the leader of lunatics who terrorize trains, hospitals, and courts saying they'll detonate bombs?

"Do you know where Hyun is?"

"He's probably at one of these thirteen locations, don't you think?"

Basically saying he'd blow them all up if things didn't go his way.

If I didn't know anything, I would have nodded, thinking it was for Hyun's sake.
But now I know how much power Hyun actually has.

Just off the top of my head, he rescued people from a burning train and stopped a bomb Ryu Hwa threw with one hand.

Considering that when he stopped Ryu Hwa's bomb, Hyun was already severely injured with full-body burns, a bomb that could merely collapse a building wouldn't pose any real threat to him.

Of course it would be dangerous. But not life-threatening.
Would this guy not know what I already know? No, that's impossible.

He must have some other motive.
The problem is I don't know what it is.

"..."

"You seem deep in thought."

He spoke to me, but I just ignored him.
I didn't need to listen. He was probably just trying to mess with my head with nonsense.

"Well, if you're having trouble deciding, let me help you."

I was about to ignore him again, thinking he was spouting more nonsense, when—

BOOM—

A thunderous sound came from far away, and the ground shook as if there was an earthquake.
It felt familiar.

Yes, I'd heard it before, when I was at the court.
Anyone who wasn't an idiot would know what it meant.

"You...!"

"I blew up the closest building. If it was too far away, you might not have heard it properly."

"For such a stupid reason...! If someone dies around there—!"

Wait, people dying?

"No way..."

The people who suffer the most when a bomb goes off aren't Hyun, but the civilians around him.
This bastard never intended to kill Hyun in the first place.

"Seems like you're finally catching on."

The guy looked at me with a snake-like smile.
But the smile wasn't mocking—it was pure joy.

Like the pure joy a child might show when praised by parents after doing chores in secret.

"Yes, I never intended to kill Choi Hyun from the beginning. What would be the point of killing the S-Class Rank 1 Hero, a symbol of peace? Another S-Class Hero would just take his place. Why would I bother with something so troublesome?"

"What do you want... What are you trying to get from me?!"

"I told you at the beginning. I want you, Sia. More precisely, I want your body."

I'd heard this before, but it still gave me chills.

When I heard it at the hospital, I took it in a strange way and got goosebumps. Now, the very fact that these psychopaths who casually kill people want my body gave me chills.

As I stared at him with my eye twitching, he grinned and showed me his phone.
The red dots that had been thirteen were now twelve.

"Take your time thinking about it. We still have twelve left."

That one sentence broke my silence.

"You crazy bastard!! How many people are you planning to kill just to get me?!"

"Who knows? I don't have clairvoyance, so I can't tell exactly how many have died or how many will die."

If I had set up CCTVs, I might have had some idea, but I forgot, he said, shrugging his shoulders.
His nonchalant attitude made this feel like a bad nightmare rather than reality.

If it weren't for the faint sound of sirens in the distance, I would have thought this was really a dream.
That's how surreal the situation was.

"But if I had to guess... if all of them go off, probably easily a thousand people would die."

His tone suggested it was nothing, but he was talking about mass murder.
Not ten people, not a hundred, but a thousand. It was such a staggering number I couldn't even imagine it.

This madman in front of me was carrying out something too horrific to even imagine.
With a smiling face as if it was nothing.

"...What exactly do you want?"

"I think I told you earlier... but that's not the answer you're looking for, is it?"

"Stop beating around the bush and answer me!!"

"You don't need to shout, I can hear you just fine. Don't waste your energy. If you're too excited, why don't we take a deep breath and talk calmly?"

Looking at his smirking face made my blood boil and my chest tighten.
I feel bad for putting this on Hyun, but wouldn't it be better to kill this bastard right here and go to prison?

Wouldn't that be better for the world?
As I glared at him, flexing my fingers, the smirking guy tilted his head.

"By the way, just so you know... if I die, all the remaining bombs will go off at once. Don't believe me? Want to try killing me?"

I could have thought he was bluffing, but I couldn't risk it with someone who kills people so casually.
If what he said was true, I'd be responsible for hundreds of deaths.

"...You fucking bastard."

"That's the highest compliment for a villain."

He chuckled softly and continued.

"What do I want... It's funny. Everyone who meets me asks similar questions."

He tapped his phone with the index finger of the hand holding it.
Even knowing that accidentally touching the screen could set off another bomb, he didn't seem to care.

My heart was pounding just watching him.
One wrong move and there would be more victims.

Is this another threat to pull me to their side?
A threat to detonate another bomb if I don't answer quickly?

As I swallowed nervously, he stopped tapping the side of his phone with his finger.

"Well, since you asked, I should answer. We might become colleagues after all."

"Who would be your colleague...!"

Just as I was about to respond, he pointed his index finger at the phone screen, and I immediately shut my mouth.
What does this lunatic think human lives are worth?

Swallowing my anger, I closed my mouth, and he lowered his hand and spoke again.

"The reason I'm doing this is because I want to change this stifling world."

When I heard that, I was so dumbfounded I couldn't even laugh.
I knew he was crazy, but I didn't expect him to casually talk about starting a national rebellion.

"Are you saying you want to start a revolution?"

"No, I don't particularly want power. I just want to reopen the Gates. I want to go back to the time when today's Heroes were called Hunters."

He sighed deeply and sat on a nearby bench.
Then he looked up at the sky as if reminiscing about the past and blinked slowly.

"It was really good back then. Anyone with ability could succeed. Compared to that, now... it's so frustrating."

Shaking his head, he turned to me and continued.

"Heroes can't use their full power because they're conscious of citizens' eyes, and citizens boss around those Heroes. I really hate seeing that."

"So you want to reopen the Gates?"

"Yes. Going back to a society of pure meritocracy, the logic of power, and the survival of the strongest. It wouldn't be a bad story for you either, Sia."

"...What?"

I looked at him with an expression that said, "Why am I suddenly part of this?"
He smiled kindly at my expression and explained.

"You were discriminated against and hated because you were created from the remains of the Berserk Dragon. The Berserk Dragon was the one who killed, not you. It wasn't something you did. Don't you think it's unfair to be hated and discriminated against for such a reason?"

"..."

"If we go back to that time, no one would say anything if you crushed those idiots who hate and despise you. Because you're strong, Sia. And back then, that was just the way things were."

"...I see."

I nodded quietly at his words.
He looked at me with wide eyes.

"Do you understand?"

"Yes, I understand."

"I knew you would. So can I take it that you'll join our side?"

As he reached out his hand saying that, I also extended mine.

"I understand that you think I'm a fucking idiot. You piece of shit."

I really thought hard about this.
Is this right? Will this really work? I'm still wondering.

But I felt I had to do it.
If I didn't do it now, it would be irreversible.

So I swung my claws at a human.

SLASH!!

It was obvious what would happen when I swung claws that could tear through steel at a person.
His arm was cleanly cut off as if sliced with a knife and fell to the ground.

"Ugh...! Tsk... Hoo..."

A terrible feeling crawled up my fingertips, making me nauseous, but I held it in and glared at him.
He looked at his arm severed below the elbow, twisted his mouth, and sighed.

Since it's come to this, I might as well cut off his other arm too, call 911 to save his life, and turn myself in.
Hyun will be furious later, but... shit, I can't think of any other way.

"So it comes to this. I'm curious, why did you refuse?"

"Back then... when you tried to recruit me at the hospital, you said there was a way to return to normal."

Back then, he definitely tried to lure me in, babbling about Elixirs and whatnot, saying I could return to normal.
I still remember it clearly. I'll never forget what happened then.

And how I was completely betrayed.

"And now what? Discrimination? Hatred? Don't bullshit me! You're just trying to use me!!"

"Oh my, you caught me."

He smiled bitterly as if there was no helping it and stepped back.
Following his steps, blood poured from his severed arm, creating a red path.

But he was still smirking.
I felt sick and was about to throw up, but I held it in and positioned myself to swing my claws again, glaring at him.

"Stop trying to pull anything and answer honestly. What's your real motive?"

"Hmm... well..."

After thinking for a moment, he nodded and pulled something out from inside his jacket.

What came out of his jacket was none other than a gun.

"This way is more fun, isn't it?"

"Wait—!"

Before I could stop him, he pointed the gun at his own head and pulled the trigger.
It happened in an instant.

—!!

And then the ground shook.

Ch.147 - Responsibility
I knew he wasn't in his right mind.
But I didn't think he was crazy enough to commit suicide so casually.

Usually, one's own life is more precious than others'.
I thought he'd be the same.

I was wrong.

Without a moment's hesitation, he put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.
The flash and the deafening gunshot from that instant still echoed in my mind.

"...Ah?"

I lowered my head and met the eyes of the man who was now dead, his facial muscles relaxed into a doll-like expression.
Despite having a bullet lodged in his temple, his face looked intact. The wounds I'd inflicted on him actually looked worse by comparison.

Blood soaked everything around us. It was just like when I killed that monster at the hospital.
My heart was racing, and I felt nauseous.

The urge to run away shook my entire body.
Just pretend I didn't see anything and flee. Choi Hyun would handle it somehow, so I could just go home and wait quietly.

"..."

But that wouldn't be any different from how I've always been.
I came out here to repay him somehow. And now I'm going to dump everything on Hyun again?

Aren't you ashamed? Aren't you embarrassed? Are you going to apologize for always depending on him and then try to make it up to him with your body?
Fucking idiot. How long are you going to live like this? How long will you keep relying on Hyun? Didn't you say you hated living that way?

"Get it together... Fuck, get it together, Yu Sia..."

I gritted my teeth and smacked my temple with my palm.
Tears welled up and my head throbbed, but I forced myself to keep my eyes open.

First... I should call a Hero or the police.
Should I go home and call from there? No, it would be faster to ask someone nearby to call for me.

I'd probably be investigated and punished later, but that's something I could think about slowly at the police station or courthouse.
No, wait. The police and Heroes are probably busy dealing with the explosion from when he died.

Then I should just take him directly to the police or a Hero.
Having reached that conclusion, I immediately picked up Han Yeong-Seok's body.

Blood covered my entire body, but I didn't care.
This wasn't the first time I'd been drenched in blood.

"The nearest police station... hospital...? No, should I go straight to the Association?"

Muttering to myself, I flapped my wings and soared into the sky.
Though I hadn't needed to use it until now, I'd already learned how to fly when I rescued someone at the courthouse, so I could easily take to the air.

Once airborne, I spotted black smoke rising in the distance.
Without hesitation, I was about to fly toward the smoke when—

[I kept quiet when I saw you ranting about not wanting to irresponsibly dump everything on Hyun, thinking you might have improved, but here we are again.]

With those words, my body suddenly froze.
A familiar sensation. It was the same feeling I had when the Light Dragon took control of my body at the Association.

"What... are you doing...!"

[In your current state, no one will listen to what you have to say.]

The Light Dragon's voice in my head sounded utterly exhausted.
What had he been doing to sound so tired?

How could he be tired when he hadn't been doing anything?
I quietly buried that thought. There were far more important matters at hand.

"What's wrong with how I look?"

[Your hands are covered in blood, your eyes are bloodshot, and you're growling. Those faint-hearted people will hardly listen to you. You'll be lucky if they don't attack you on the spot.]

If there had been a mirror, I could have checked my appearance, but without one, all I could do was grind my teeth.

"So what?"

I might get attacked? I already know that. But so what? Should I run away because I'm scared?
How would that make me any different from a real criminal?

If I run away now and deny responsibility, I won't be able to face Hyun again.
Rather than irresponsibly shifting blame, I should at least turn myself in properly and be a decent human being.

"I need to... take responsibility. Because I caused this..."

[I understand you're mentally overwhelmed, but don't you think you should come to your senses a bit?]

I closed my eyes briefly, then opened them again at his sigh-filled voice.

"I am in my right mind."

[...Right. Let's go with that for now. So what are you going to do?]

"I'm going to turn myself in. He died because of me... it's as good as if I killed him..."

I'll probably get cursed at terribly. Maybe there will even be petitions calling for my execution?
No, if I killed the leader of Harmageddon, maybe I'd get cursed at less?

Ah. The bomb... thinking about it, I'll get cursed at either way.
Come to think of it, the people who died in the explosion were as good as killed by me too.

Ha, haha. Fuck... fuck, fuck... Let's turn myself in first and think about it later.
I can take responsibility somehow afterward.

[Sigh... First of all, stop blaming yourself for everything, you idiot.]

"Are you saying this isn't my fault...? A thousand people died because of me, and you're saying it's not my fault!?"

[Why would that be your fault?]

"...What?"

I couldn't help but ask, caught off guard by such an irresponsible statement.
But the answer remained consistent.

[I'm asking why that would be your fault.]

Is he seriously asking why this is my fault?
Or does he genuinely not understand what I did wrong?

No, ha. Right, that makes sense.
This is someone who killed 5 million people and still claims it wasn't his fault, so it's not strange for him to react this way.

I was the idiot for expecting anything different.
I let out a hollow laugh and answered.

"Because I caused his death, Han Yeong-Seok's death."

[That insect took his own life.]

"He killed himself because he had no way to recruit me... So in the end, I killed him, and because of that, all those people died too!"

[He's the one who planted the bomb, and he's the one who put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger. You may have been present, but you didn't kill those thousand people. Sure, you had an indirect influence, but you didn't pull his trigger, and you didn't kill him with your own hands.]

"But that—!"

[It's hypocrisy.]

The Light Dragon cut me off before I could finish, declaring it hypocrisy.
Cutting me off so I couldn't even argue back.

[Blaming yourself out of guilt, regretting your actions, and asking others to punish you in the name of atonement is ultimately just avoiding responsibility.]

"What's wrong with that! If you've done something wrong, it's only natural to be punished!!"

[See, even now you think it ends with punishment. What kind of punishment could possibly atone for the deaths of a thousand people? Are you saying you'd accept execution?]

"That's..."

I trailed off, thinking hard, but ultimately couldn't answer.
Even though I believed I'd done wrong, I didn't want to die.

[Then let me change the question: would the situation be better now if you had taken his hand then?]

"Well... if I had quietly gone along with him then..."

If I had just kept my mouth shut and followed him.
If I had let Harmageddon take me...

"This wouldn't have happened..."

[What a great saint you are. And what would that change?]

"...What?"

[I asked what would change if you had been taken. Did they say they would stop killing people? Or did they say they would stop their crimes and quietly turn themselves in?]

No, they didn't. Far from it—they were planning to use me for something even bigger.

Reopening the Gate—regardless of whether that plan was feasible, the very fact that they were attempting such madness was the problem.

[Right. If you had taken their hand then, at least many more humans would have died than now. Would you regret that too? Would you mutter to yourself, "If only I hadn't taken their hand, if only I had let a thousand people die and ended it there"?]

"Then!! Then... what are you telling me to do...!! What should I have done there...!"

What could I have done? What could I possibly have done?
I tried, didn't I? I even cut off my arm holding the phone to try something. What, should I have cut off the other arm too?

How could I have predicted all that? I'm not God, damn it!!
If I could do all that, I would have fixed this fucking body first!!

[Take responsibility and move forward. Think of it as carrying the burden of a thousand lives. Don't regret and run away from the choice you made—think about how you'll take responsibility for the consequences of that choice.]

"...Responsibility."

The Light Dragon's words left a profound ripple in my heart.

"Then, shouldn't I turn myself in first...?"

[Why are you asking me? You idiot, I just told you to think for yourself, and you've already forgotten?]

"...I got it."

[Think about what you can do right now. In the end, the choice is yours.]

With those words, the Light Dragon fell silent, and my frozen body began to move again.
...What I can do.

Ch.148 - Comfort
I'll translate the Korean text to English following the guidelines.

Think about what you can do.
Those words became an impossibly huge burden for me.

Easy to say, but when I actually tried to think about it, my head felt like it would split open.
The situation itself was already too difficult, so what was I supposed to do?

People hate me because of this body made from a Berserk Dragon, so what am I supposed to do about that?
Harmageddon is taking civilians hostage and threatening them, so what am I supposed to do about that?

When there's no answer, how am I supposed to find one?

Honestly, I really wanted to say that out loud.
If he had simply told me to think about what I could do, I would have fought back with those words.

But Light Dragon told me to think about what I could do "now."
He wasn't telling me to solve the entire situation, but to solve what was right in front of me first.

Of course... I can't read Light Dragon's mind, so this is just my interpretation, but with that one word "now," it became useful advice rather than an impossible problem.

"..."

So now I'm carrying Han Yeong-Seok's corpse to the nearest explosion site.
To hand over Han Yeong-Seok's body to the man and explain the situation.

Light Dragon already tried to stop me, saying they wouldn't listen to someone who looks like me, but I decided to do it anyway.
I can't solve this problem alone no matter what, so I judged this to be the best I could do right now.

It's not like I could burn Han Yeong-Seok's body to ashes to destroy the evidence.
Just then, I heard Light Dragon's voice, mixed with a sigh.

[My goodness... you really do live in such a frustrating way.]

"I know, I know I'm strange."

I could have said it wasn't my fault, that I did my best but the results were just bad.
I could have brushed it off like that. After all, the truth that Han Yeong-Seok was the leader of Harmageddon would come out eventually.

But... I didn't want to avoid it by saying that.
That would make me no different from before.

*I decided to change.*

That's what I had decided when I started this, but somehow it ended up like this.
...Honestly, it feels unfair, but my arrogance in thinking I could handle this alone is nothing compared to the people who died because of it.

I'm not in a position to complain about unfairness.
At least that's what I think.

[Having the mindset to change is good, but it's better to set the right direction.]

I engraved Light Dragon's advice in a corner of my mind as I slowly descended.
The Harmageddon terror site I arrived at was a mess.

"Hey!! Don't just stand there, get out!! There'll be a secondary explosion!!"

"Don't lose focus!! Didn't you hear me say to move the injured as far from the scene as possible!?"

"When is the ambulance coming?!"

Numerous civilians were screaming for help, crying in pain, begging to be saved as they bled, while emergency responders were running in all directions trying to treat them.

Fire trucks were struggling to extinguish the flames on the building, and heroes were rushing inside to rescue people.

Guilt and fear held my ankles.
But remembering what Hyun said and Light Dragon's advice, I pushed it all away, descended to the scene, and approached the person who looked most important.

Judging by the flashy outfit that stood out from everyone else, probably a hero.

"Excuse me."

"Huh? Who..."

The man's eyes widened when he saw... no, when he saw the corpse I was carrying, but then he forced a smile.
But anyone who wasn't a complete idiot could tell that smile wasn't genuine.

"You're... Yu Sia, right?"

I was a bit surprised that someone I'd never met knew me, but I wasn't tactless enough to ask "Do you know me?"
Of course he would, since I'd been on the news several times.

...Though I was probably better known for the bad things.
Taking some comfort in the fact that he at least didn't treat me as an enemy or attack me first, I nodded.

"...Yes."

"First, can you explain what's going on?"

The situation was so complicated that I had no idea where to start or how much to explain, but I wracked my brain and explained as concisely as possible.

The man listening to my explanation started with a serious expression, but soon looked puzzled, and by the time I finished, he looked dumbfounded.

"So... the leader of Harmageddon tried to recruit you, and when you refused, he threatened to bomb the place?"

"Yes."

"And to stop it, you cut off the arm holding the detonator, but he... committed suicide with a gun, causing the rest of the bombs to explode?"

When I nodded at the man's words, he looked at me with an expression that was hard to describe.
It was clear he didn't believe me, which was a bit bitter, but I understood and gave a wry smile.

Even to me, what I just explained sounded like something that would get criticized if written in a novel.
But it was all true, so there was nothing more I could do. Nothing to add or subtract—what more could I say?

"Haah... Well, just wait here for a moment. Put the body over there."

"Here?"

"Yeah, there. Put it down and wait there. It won't be long."

The man said that and moved away while making a phone call.
I was left in a strange limbo, but I decided to just wait quietly.

It was a bit scary not knowing how things would unfold, but having come this far, there was no turning back, so I endured and waited.

"Phew..."

Fortunately, it didn't seem like they were preparing to arrest or eliminate me, as there was no increase in people or other changes.
The man who came back with a sigh rubbed his face.

"For now... wait here. The Director has decided to come personally."

"Ah, okay..."

"Sua, stay with her. I need to go back to the scene."

"What? Oh, yes..."

The man said that, left another hero beside me, and departed.
So now it was just me, the dead Han Yeong-Seok, and this unknown hero.

Both of us stood there awkwardly without saying anything.
It wasn't really a situation for conversation, so I didn't mind, but... it was just suffocating being here.

After glancing around nervously, my gaze eventually settled on the burning building.
Screams of pain and cries for help could still be heard from the building, suggesting the rescue wasn't complete.

"..."

Thinking that this situation unfolding before my eyes happened because of me made me feel like a heavy stone was placed on my chest.

Light Dragon said it wasn't my fault, but can a person's heart change so easily with just a few words?
Since saying it out loud would only make me feel worse, I just tried to focus on doing the best I could.

Of course... that didn't make the frustration go away, so I kept sighing.

I thought about rushing in there to help and save at least one person, but... the man's words to wait here weighed on my mind, so I couldn't move recklessly.

This happened because of my arbitrary actions, and if things got worse because I acted on my own again, I really wouldn't be able to forgive myself, so I held back and fidgeted with my hands.

Seeing the blood caked under my nails made me feel uneasy, and I shook my leg.

"Um, excuse me..."

"Eek!?"

"...!?"

When I heard a voice beside me, I flinched involuntarily, causing the hero who called me to flinch as well.
Since they called me, I tried to calm my startled heart and looked to the side.

"What... is it?"

"No, well... you seemed really tense. I just wanted to tell you that you don't need to be so nervous. Aha, haha..."

I was listening, wondering what they were saying, but the content was so unexpected that I was the one who felt more confused.
Normally, I would have been grateful, but this time I shook my head.

"...Thank you for your concern, but you don't need to be so kind to me."

"Huh? Oh, um..."

Was I too cold to someone who was worried about me?
Glancing at them, they didn't seem upset or embarrassed, just confused about why I answered that way.

This person doesn't know what I've done.
After thinking for a moment, I just kept my mouth shut.

It wasn't something I should talk about freely anyway, and there was no need to discuss such sensitive content just to clear up one misunderstanding.
With that thought, I lowered my eyes and stared at the ground.

"I don't know what happened, but don't blame yourself too much. There are things in this world that can't be helped."

I froze at the comfort offered by someone who knew nothing.
Guilt and joy mixed together in a way that was hard to describe.

"...Yes."

Just as I nodded in response—

BOOM——!!

"Ugh!?"

"Kyaah!!"

Another flash of light came with a sound that felt like it would tear my eardrums.
The secondary explosion we had been worried about had occurred.

Ch.149 - Sudden Change
Fire, light, thunderous noise, heat, screams, trembling.
An explosion right in front of me felt completely different from hearing distant ground tremors and muffled explosion sounds from afar.

"Damn it...! Injured!! Save the injured first!!"
"Aaaaargh!! My, my leg...! Aaaaargh!!"
"Help me!! Someone's trapped under here!!"

The piercing screams erupting from all directions hit my eardrums more clearly than the explosion that had just shaken the world, and I could see blackened human forms disappearing between the bright red flames.

People were dying right before my eyes.

This horrific scene unfolding before me was completely different from No. 445's corpse I'd seen at the court.
This vivid death overwhelming me couldn't even be compared to the death throes of the monster dying in the hospital.

People burning to death, people dying crushed under debris, people dying with rebar from the explosion piercing through their stomachs.
Amid all these deaths crowding in, I alone stood unharmed.

Why did this happen? Was it my fault again? Did this happen because I was here?
Once again, guilt raised its head and tightened around my neck with the rope called self-blame.

No, no. This isn't my fault. It's just an accident.
I tried to convince myself of that, but not all efforts are rewarded.

"Huh, huu..."

My heart was racing madly and I couldn't breathe. A high-pitched ringing filled my ears and my vision gradually narrowed.
I stood frozen like stone, blankly staring at the burning building.

Time flowed so slowly it seemed to have stopped.

"......!! ...!!"

Soon my hearing became muffled as if water had entered my ears, and before long, only the sound of my heartbeat remained in this world.
As I unconsciously began to step back, the sound of splashing in a puddle pierced through the silence.

When I instinctively tried to turn around, my body suddenly stopped.

It wasn't the Light Dragon forcibly stopping me. Just... a feeling that if I turned around now, something irreversible would happen.

But while my body stopped, my thoughts couldn't.
In the endlessly slowed time, my accelerated thoughts made me recall everything I had momentarily forgotten.

Why hadn't the Hero standing next to me until just now said anything since the second explosion?
How could someone who was half a step ahead of me disappear in a flash?

And why was there a puddle on what had definitely been dry asphalt?

"Ah..."

When my thoughts reached that point, I realized it automatically.
My body, realizing there was no longer any point in hiding or looking away, allowed me to turn around.

And there, the Hero who had comforted me saying everything was okay, lay dead.
A large glass shard from the explosion was reflecting half of her face with dilated pupils.

I couldn't even imagine what her face looked like beyond the blackened glass shard.
No, I didn't want to imagine it.

But the smell of blood and the acrid burnt odor creeping up forced my thoughts awake.

"Ugh...!"

In the end, I couldn't help but vomit everything inside.

If only I could vomit out all the bad memories like this too. As the nausea subsided after emptying my stomach, the scene I had just witnessed became increasingly clear.

Could humans die so easily?
Could they die in just a moment, in the blink of an eye?

What could I have done in that situation?
Nothing. It was truly beyond my control.

Just as self-blame and regret began to raise their heads again.

SLAP!!

"Ungh!?"

I slapped my face with my palm.
Without controlling my strength, as hard as I could.

*I made up my mind already. I promised myself. Get it together, idiot!!*

SLAP!!

*How long are you going to cry like a baby blaming yourself!? Instead of wasting time, think about what you can do...!!*

SLAP!!

After hitting myself three times in succession, my neck felt stiff and my head dizzy.
For a moment, with a ping—my vision spun and the depressing emotions disappeared as if they were lies. It didn't seem to be simply because of the pain.

"Sss... Phew..."

My lip might have split, or maybe the inside of my cheek was torn, because I tasted blood in my mouth.
When I gently rubbed my cheek with my tongue, I felt a slightly rough spot where the taste of blood was strongest.

So the inside was torn.
As I rubbed it a few times with my tongue, the wound quickly healed.

"Haah..."

With a different kind of self-reproach, I opened my eyes again, and whether it was the effect of shock therapy or my earlier resolution finally taking effect, my mind became surprisingly clear.

With a clear mind, I could see exactly what I needed to do and what I could do.

Looking back, I saw the dead Hero again.
While I felt sadness and regret, I didn't feel the same self-blame as before.

"...I'm sorry."

Of course, that didn't mean I felt no guilt, so I quietly closed my eyes and offered a silent prayer.
After doing that and covering her face with a cloth lying nearby, I glanced toward Han Yeong-Seok's corpse.

Whether it was my imagination or because of the shadows, his face seemed to wear an unnatural smile.
A bastard I disliked even in death. Grinding my teeth while glaring at Han Yeong-Seok's face, I turned to look at the burning building.

The police and firefighters were desperately running around trying to rescue people outside, treating those trapped under building debris or injured by objects flung out during the explosion.

Heroes were trying to enter the building somehow, but the flames were too strong and the building itself had become unstable from the recent explosion, so they couldn't enter recklessly.

So what could I do here?
Fuck. Move instead of wasting time thinking like an idiot.

Gritting my teeth, I immediately ran toward the burning building.

"Huh...! Kid! It's dangerous there!!"

"Hey! Hey, what the—! Stop him!!"

People around me panicked and tried to stop me. At this rate, I'd be caught by those people.
But I never intended to enter through the first floor that the Heroes were blocking anyway.

Before the Heroes could run over and catch me, I spread my wings as wide as possible and flew up, heading straight for the fourth floor.
I wasn't flying without a plan.

Whether from the recent explosion or the first one, there was a large hole in the building wall, making it easy to enter.

Of course, not knowing this, the Heroes below were jumping up trying to catch me as I flew.

But only a very few could jump up to the second floor, and unlike me who could move freely in the air, they could only jump up briefly, so I easily avoided them all and reached my target on the fourth floor.

The fourth floor I entered through the hole in the wall was a complete mess.
Then again, would it be stranger to find anything intact in a building after a bomb attack?

Thinking that, I quickly looked around and then thoroughly searched the building interior.
I didn't know if anyone was there, but I searched with burning determination to save even one person.

Fortunately, there was no one left on the fourth floor, so I went out to the corridor to go down to the third floor.

As soon as I entered the corridor, I was greeted by sweltering heat and acrid smoke filling the hallway.
Thanks to the Reactive Armor, I could somehow endure the fire and heat, but the choking smoke made breathing a bit difficult.

Still, it wasn't so bad that I couldn't breathe at all, so I somehow squeezed my way into the corridor.
If Heroes were desperately trying to enter the building, it meant there were definitely survivors inside.

"Kuh..."

Even I couldn't understand why I suddenly became so proactive.
But strangely, I didn't feel any sense of frustration.

Rather, I felt refreshed and unburdened.
As if this was what I had wanted to do from the beginning.

"Ugh... Uugh..."

I almost missed the groan that was so faint, but I turned my head toward the sound.
The sound was coming from beyond collapsed debris.

"Is anyone there?!"

I shouted, but there was no answer. They must have fainted.

"Please wait a moment!!"

Even though the other person couldn't possibly hear me, I shouted anyway and immediately went to the collapsed debris and began clearing it piece by piece.
With my strong body and strength, clearing the debris was quick work.

"Ugh, urgh..."

Fortunately, the debris must have created a small space when it collapsed, as the person didn't appear to be seriously injured.
Rather than checking them myself, getting them out seemed more urgent, so I immediately picked them up and left the building.

"He's out!!"

"What the—he's carrying someone!?"

"He went into the burning building and rescued someone!?"

I descended through the astonished crowd and handed the unconscious person to an emergency responder, then turned around again.
Looking back, I met the eyes of the Heroes gathered in front of the building, who were just as surprised, blinking at me.

I approached those Heroes directly.

"How many people are still inside the building?"

Tell me.
I'll save them all.

Ch.150 - It's Not Your Fault.
I passed through the hot flames and thick black smoke, entering the building.
Deeper, deeper still. I went in searching for survivors.

Why am I rushing into a burning building to save people?
The structure could collapse at any moment, and there could be third or fourth explosions without warning.

Despite these thoughts running through my head, I kept moving.
I searched everywhere I could, and when I found someone, I wrapped them in a large wet cloth, carried them on my back, and brought them outside.

I repeated this over and over.

"Over here."

I handed the unconscious person to the paramedic.
That made five people. They said there were eight people left in the building, so three more to go.

"Hey!"

"I'm going back in."

Someone, either a paramedic or a Hero, tried to stop me, but I ignored them and rushed back into the burning building.
I ran toward the structure with flames licking at it like red tongues, without any tools or even safety equipment.

Anyone would say this was insane.
If you want to die, die peacefully—not by jumping into a fiery pit. That's what any sane person would think.

Yet here I am, doing exactly that.

"Huff..."

I, who valued my life too much to risk it for Hyun, who ran away from pain and suffering, who pretended not to notice to avoid getting hurt—that same person is now voluntarily jumping into a fiery pit.

Why am I doing this?
I'm not sure.

I did something similar at the courthouse, but that was different—I went to an area where the fire hadn't spread.

And I didn't do it to save people, but because I thought saving people might reduce my sentence.

If someone asked if this time is different...
Well, I honestly don't know.

I just wanted to break free from my past of always running away and avoiding things.
I wanted to stop wallowing in guilt, blaming myself, and regretting things too late.

It's not purely about saving people, but couldn't I say something has changed?
If nothing had changed, I wouldn't be throwing myself into a fiery pit like this.

—*Isn't this enough already?*

Let's stop now. That thought suddenly crossed my mind, and I clenched my teeth.
There it is again. It's starting again.

*'Shut up...'*

Let me do what I can.
Come to think of it, I've been thinking this way even before the Light Dragon gave me that advice.

I've been wondering what I could do and what I should do.
I hated not being able to do anything.

I tried to be helpful to Hyun in whatever way I could.
Because I thought if I gave up, that would be the end.

But whenever something happened, especially related to Harmageddon, those thoughts would turn completely negative.

Of course, there were times when the situation was so bad I had no idea where to start, but I overcame those with help from others.

But something strange happens the moment Harmageddon-related incidents occur.
I become strangely passive and timid.

I give up and surrender over trivial things, and even deny my own determined resolutions.
It's like someone is planting negative thoughts in my head.

*'...I thought it was just my imagination.'*

It can't be. It must be my imagination. Anyone would think the same in this situation.
That's what I thought at first. Until the Light Dragon opened his eyes.

The day the Light Dragon first spoke, I felt a strange familiarity.
A feeling I'd experienced many times before.

Right before killing the monster at the hospital, when I was blaming myself alone at Hyun's house, when fighting No. 445 at the court...
The Light Dragon told me it was about being honest with my emotions, but it was definitely different then.

That feeling of my mind being pulled in one direction.
And now I think I understand what that feeling was.

[So you've finally noticed.]

I frowned at the Light Dragon's voice as I pushed aside the collapsed building debris.
My large hands and sharp claws made it easy to clear away the rubble.

*'You knew?'*

[How could I not know? I've been the one blocking the interference with your mind all this time.]

"What?"

I momentarily stopped at this completely unexpected revelation, but quickly resumed clearing debris when I heard groaning from underneath.
He knew? No... more than that, he's been blocking interference with my mind?

*'Since when...?'*

[Since I awakened inside your body until now, continuously.]

Come to think of it, the Light Dragon always looked tired.
He'd say he wanted to sleep, not to disturb him, not to be noisy.

I couldn't understand why a mind without a body would say such things about being tired, but if it was because he was exhausted from blocking mental interference, it makes sense.

*'Do you know who's been interfering like this?'*

[Are you asking because you truly don't know, or because you want confirmation?]

*'It's Harmageddon, isn't it?'*

[Yes. Who else would do such a thing? Even when you were talking with the Necromancer's shell this time, I couldn't tell you anything because I was busy blocking it.]

"Shell...?"

Just as I was about to ask what he meant, the faint screams from under the debris became clear.

"...Help me!!"

Realizing this wasn't the time for such conversations, I started moving my hands again.

*'We'll talk later.'*

After saying that, I cleared away all the debris and pulled out the person trapped underneath, bringing them outside.
That's six people now. Two more to go.

Just as I turned to go back into the building, someone's large hand grabbed my wrist.
The big, rough hand made me flinch for a moment, thinking it was Hyun, but it belonged to a firefighter.

The firefighter gently pulled my hand and wrapped a blanket around me.
I was confused—why give me a blanket when I needed to go back into the fire?

Looking quizzically between the blanket and the firefighter, I saw him kneel on one knee and hold my hand firmly.
This was the first time someone other than Hyun had held my hand, so I just blinked in confusion.

"You can stop now."

"What...?"

I blinked blankly at this sudden, unexpected statement.
Stop? Coming from a firefighter, it was even more shocking.

With people still inside, telling me to stop meant giving up because it was too late.

"No, but... there are still two more people... Oh, is it already...?"

I was about to ask if I was too late, but the firefighter shook his head, saying that wasn't it.

"Kid, while you were busy helping, we weren't just standing around. The person you just rescued was the eighth and final survivor. So you can rest now."

"Oh, so that's it..."

I sighed in relief, and seeing this, one of the firefighters came over and patted my shoulder.

"Thank you for your help. And... I'm sorry we made you work so hard in place of incompetent adults. We'll handle the rest, so please move to a safe area."

I was about to nod reflexively when I remembered the face of the Hero who had died earlier, so I stopped and told the Hero about it.

"You must have been shocked at such a young age... Thank you for your courage."

"...No, it's nothing."

Do I deserve to be thanked?

I should be the one apologizing, yet I received both thanks and an apology.

That's why I had to deny the Hero's words of gratitude.
I wasn't in a position to receive thanks, though I could accept an apology.

After pondering for a while, I closed my eyes tightly and said:

"Please don't thank me. This terrorist attack happened because of me."

"What... do you mean?"

The firefighter's eyes widened in surprise at my words.
Such a reaction was only natural.

There's no point in hiding it here—it would come out eventually anyway.
Rather than accepting thanks and apologies without a clear conscience, isn't it better to be honest?

Besides, I'd already told another Hero everything.
Why hesitate now?

"Actually..."

With my eyes tightly shut, I told the firefighter the same story I had told earlier.
The exact truth of what happened, nothing more, nothing less.

The firefighter listened silently, and when I finished, quietly took my hand.

"It's not your fault. This didn't happen because you did something wrong."

The firefighter's eyes showed not a trace of deception.

"So don't blame yourself too much."

Thank you for your courage.
The firefighter said this while bowing deeply in gratitude.

I was too choked up to respond to such a reaction.

"Sia!"

Fortunately, Ha-Young arrived just before my tears could burst forth, allowing me to hide them.

Ch.151 - The Way To The Association...?
Ha-Young came straight toward me after exchanging a few words with the heroes at the scene.
She stood in front of me and stared silently for a while.

Am I going to get scolded?
No, of course I'll get scolded.

The kid who was supposed to stay quietly at home suddenly made contact with the leader of Harmageddon and got caught up in an indiscriminate terrorist attack. It would be stranger if I didn't get scolded.

I braced myself quietly as I waited for her to speak, but she just let out a deep sigh.
I tensed up thinking this was the beginning, but what came out of her mouth was completely different from what I expected.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"Ah, um... no."

"Good... good, as long as you're not hurt. Come with me, let's get out of here first."

She said that and took me to her car.
Honestly, I thought I was going to get scolded badly, but it ended much more anticlimactically than I expected—not just by a little, but by dozens of times.

That hero must have told her everything, so why isn't she scolding me?
Or is she secretly sharpening her knife to scold me later...? No, that can't be it, right?

[What's with you? Do you want to be scolded?]

It sounds really strange when put that way, but that's absolutely not what I meant.

*I just want to get it over with quickly if I'm going to be scolded anyway.*

What's scarier than being scolded is anxiously waiting for it to happen.
People who haven't experienced it don't know how nerve-wracking it can be.

[If you're that curious, why not just ask her directly?]

"..."

The Light Dragon had a point, but...
I quietly followed behind her, not wanting to make things worse.

Ha-Young's car was a much larger SUV than Hyun's car.

Thanks to that, I could get in without my horns getting caught on the roof.

Thud—

...I was mistaken.
No matter how high the ceiling was, my horns were longer, so they still hit the ceiling.

Ha-Young saw this and sighed, "Hmm..." before saying:

"It'll be difficult to sit up with those horns. Just a moment, I'll recline the seat for you."

She tilted the backrest slightly. Because my horns were so long, she had to recline it quite far back, almost to the point where I was lying down.

"Um... Noona. I know I'm not in a position to say this, but wouldn't it be better if I just lay down completely?"

"No way. If you lie down, you can't wear a seatbelt. What if there's an accident and you get thrown out?"

I thought it wouldn't matter since I wouldn't get hurt, but then I realized that in an accident, the danger wasn't to me but to others.

Hyun said the same thing. I might not get hurt, but others would.
I nodded and waited quietly as she fastened my seatbelt.

"Even getting into a car is a hassle."

"I'm sorry."

"Why are you apologizing? It's not your fault. In situations like this, you should just say 'thank you.' Is apologizing a habit of yours too?"

I nodded at her sincere advice, and she smiled faintly, closed the back door, and sat in the driver's seat.
I thought we might have to wait around for something, but she started the engine and drove off immediately.

I wondered if it was really okay to leave like this, but seeing that no one around us was saying anything, it seemed fine.
Or maybe she was just using her position as Director to override any objections.

—Hey! Do you know who I am?!

For a moment, I recalled a villain's power trip scene from a movie, and it felt strange.
...No, that can't be it. S-Class Heroes are evaluated not just on their abilities and achievements, but also on their character.

I tried to dismiss the thought, but I couldn't contain my curiosity and asked:

"Is it okay to just leave like this?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, you know... in movies, they always do witness interviews or take statements..."

"It's fine because I'm taking you. Don't worry."

They say assumptions can kill you, and I thought it wouldn't be the case, but was she really using her authority to override protocol...?
Having been watching the news more often lately and receiving calls from reporters, all kinds of potential headlines flashed through my mind.

"Hero Association Director Uses Authority to Smuggle Key Witness."
"Blood Ties, School Ties, Regional Ties: The Corrupt Connection Wars of the Hero Association..."

Why would she help me like this if it might lead to such news?
Ha-Young glanced at my face and chuckled.

"Relax your expression. I'm not abusing my power, and nothing illegal is happening, so don't worry."

"...Aren't you getting into trouble because of me?"

"It's fine. I've built up a certain image. Besides, we're not going home—we're heading to the Association for the investigation of this incident, so there's no problem."

She said that and continued driving toward the Association.
The road conditions were terrible, probably because of the terrorist attack. It seemed even more congested near the Association.

"Hmm. We'll have to take a detour."

Ha-Young adjusted the rearview mirror, checked both side mirrors, and naturally turned the car around.

The Association should be in the opposite direction, so is this route faster?
I absentmindedly looked out the window, thinking about that.

And after a short while, she made another right turn.
Her car was now heading in the completely opposite direction from the Association.

*Something's not right...*

I thought I was mistaken, but when I saw us passing the same building I'd seen earlier, I was certain.

The car was going around in circles in the same area.

Unless Ha-Young was so directionally challenged that she couldn't tell left from right, or had amnesia so severe she couldn't remember the roads she'd just driven on, this shouldn't be happening.

Could it be... Harmageddon wearing Ha-Young's shell?!

[No, it's not.]

The Light Dragon sighed deeply and flatly denied my suspicion.
His immediate denial before I could even finish my thought made me frown involuntarily.

Fortunately, since I was almost lying down, Ha-Young couldn't see my face.

*What do you mean? How can you be so sure? Is Ha-Young just bad with directions? More importantly, how can you be so certain?*

My suspicion was based on reasonable grounds.
First of all, Harmageddon was... or had been a place led by a madman who unhesitatingly declared himself the leader of a terrorist organization in a crowded park in broad daylight.

And that leader, having chosen the right day or whatever, came out personally to recruit me, and when things didn't go his way, he committed suicide right there. He detonated all thirteen bombs, causing a terrorist attack.

There was someone who played with people's lives just to take me away, so couldn't there be someone capable of disguising themselves as the Director?

[Her aura is identical. No matter how skilled an impersonator might be, they cannot replicate someone's aura exactly.]

*How many people are there in the world? How can you remember them all?*

[You may have met many people. But the only humans 'this body' has 'directly' encountered are that woman over there and Choi Hyun. There's no way I could be mistaken.]

*But you must have met more when you were a dragon.*

[Can you distinguish the faces of ants beneath your feet?]

I blinked at the sudden analogy and shook my head.
The Light Dragon hadn't said anything more, but I could guess what he was getting at.

*...Are you saying humans are like ants to you?*

[When I was still a dragon, humans were no different from ants to me. To a dragon soaring through the sky, all creatures walking on the ground were much the same. Therefore, the only ones I recognized and remembered were other dragons, those with dragon blood flowing through them, and...]

After pausing briefly, the Light Dragon continued with a sigh.

[Those who were worth remembering. Apart from them, most were beneath my notice.]

It was a chilling statement, but not incomprehensible.
However, there was still something I didn't understand.

*Then how do you distinguish them now?*

[Now, this body is closer to human than dragon.]

I didn't understand the principle, but it wasn't an inconsistent statement.
That's why it was even more confusing.

*So you're saying that person driving over there is really Ha-Young?*

[Yes. And if she had any connection to Harmageddon, I would have remained silent by now, to block any attempts to interfere with your mind.]

*That makes sense, but...*

Then why does she keep driving around the same area?
Is there a car following us? Or is she waiting for someone?

[She must have something in mind. That witch, I mean.]

Just as the Light Dragon finished speaking, Ha-Young opened her mouth.

"The traffic is heavy, so we've been going around in circles for a while. We're almost there now, so just wait a little longer."

Contrary to her words, she made yet another right turn and drove into an alley.

Ha-Young entered an underground parking garage in the adjacent building.

"Let's switch cars here."

She said that and got out of the car, and there was another car exactly like the one she had been driving.
Even the license plate number was identical.

"..."

I know this isn't the time or place to say this, but...
It felt like a spy movie, and my heart was racing a little.

Ch.152 - What Is Happening
Despite feeling excited like I was in a spy movie, I couldn't understand what was happening.
If this was all just a hidden camera prank, or some arrangement to let me become a Hero without taking the test...

No... that's going too far.
Even if nepotism exists, that level would be beyond what anyone could still call a Hero.

I haven't known Noona for long, but considering how she's acted so far, how Hyun trusts and relies on her, and the fact that she's an S-Class Hero, she's not the type to do something like that.

So why would Noona suddenly prepare a car with identical license plates and ask us to switch?
Usually, people switch cars to shake off someone who's following them...

But no one who isn't an idiot would prepare an identical car to shake off pursuers—they'd use a completely different one.
So why specifically switch to a car with identical license plates?

...Is there something in the car?

"Is this where we're switching?" I asked.

"Yes. Get in, we need to go to the Association."

I nodded at Noona's words and got into the car that was identical but different.
Just like before, Noona reclined the backrest for me and started driving.

...I still don't understand.
If there were listening devices in the car, they would have been discovered the moment she suggested switching cars, so that makes no sense.

If there's a tracking device... is she switching cars to lure someone here?
No, even then, unless the other party is an idiot, they wouldn't fall for something like this...

While I was blinking in confusion, unable to make sense of the situation no matter how hard I thought about it, Noona, who had been watching my face in the rearview mirror, spoke first.

"You look like you can't understand why I'd switch to an identical car."

I fumbled with my words, startled by how accurately she'd hit the mark.

"Was it that obvious?"

"A little? I just saw you making a face like you couldn't understand, so I took a guess."

I definitely had been making such a face, but her guess seemed too precise.
Experience... if I called it the wisdom of age, she'd probably get mad. Is it just the difference in experience?

"For someone who says it was just a guess, you were surprisingly accurate."

"I just thought about what I would be thinking in your situation. Looks like I was right."

Noona said this as she turned the car. This time we were heading in the right direction toward the Association.
I could tell because I had roughly memorized the building locations while we were driving in circles earlier.

"So, why did you do it?"

I decided to just ask directly since I was involved anyway.
Noona didn't seem to have any intention of hiding it either, as she sighed deeply before answering.

"To show that I'm keeping an eye on Harmageddon. More specifically, to show that I'm aware of the spies they've planted."

"Spies..."

I had only vaguely suspected it, but there were actually spies?
Wait, wouldn't showing that you're aware of spies be counterproductive...?

"Shouldn't you pretend not to know and then catch them all at once?"

"That's right when you don't know who the spies are. Or if you lack the power or ability to root them out."

"Does that mean... you know who all the spies are?"

"Half right, half wrong. I've only compiled a list of suspects so far, nothing confirmed. However, after this terrorist attack, about half of them are as good as confirmed."

As she said this, Noona's expression showed a slight smile that looked gentle, but it gave me chills in a strange way.
How should I put it... the atmosphere she gave off was completely at odds with her expression. It was eerily cold. I couldn't explain it precisely, but I felt it instinctively.

"...Shouldn't you still be hiding it then? If only half are confirmed, that means half aren't yet."

"That's exactly what I'm exploiting. The other side consists of idiots who want to reveal themselves, so by showing that I'm paying attention, rather than making them cautious, it'll actually draw them out."

They want to reveal themselves...?

—You look like you're thinking a lot.
—Hello?
—Because we're going to make it that way.

"..."

Come to think of it, considering how openly that leader guy was moving around, maybe it's not so strange...
Wait a minute... that guy is dead. So what happens now? Doesn't that make them harder to catch?

[That wasn't his real body. It was just a shell.]

'You keep saying shell, shell, but what exactly is this shell? Are you saying Han Yeong-Seok wasn't the leader?'

[How many times have I told you he's a Necromancer? What do you think "shell" means in that context?]

'So... Han Yeong-Seok was already a corpse?'

[Yes. She knows it too.]

The "she" Light Dragon was referring to must be Noona.
I couldn't understand.

If what Light Dragon said was true, why had Hyun and Noona been hiding such important information from me?

Even if they didn't want me to get involved, shouldn't they have told me something this important?

...There's no point in worrying about it alone.
Since it's come to this, I might as well ask directly.

"Noona."

"Yes?"

"I'm just asking, but... that man Han Yeong-Seok, is he already dead?"

"Yes. As you said, Han Yeong-Seok is already dead. He died more than two years ago."

She glanced at my face in the rearview mirror and nodded.
I thought she would evade the question or apologize, but she answered surprisingly straightforwardly.

I already knew about the Necromancer stuff from Light Dragon, but I didn't know Han Yeong-Seok was already dead.
Not until Light Dragon started talking about shells.

"Judging by your reaction, you didn't know at all."

"No, I... I only knew that Han Yeong-Seok was the leader of Harmageddon."

"Han Yeong-Seok is not the leader of Harmageddon. Han Yeong-Seok is a victim—the real leader is hiding behind the scenes, controlling his corpse."

At first I just accepted it, but as she continued answering without any hesitation, I felt uneasy.
If she could tell me all this now, why had she been hiding it all this time?

I tried to stop my thoughts from going in a negative direction.
There's no need to always think positively, but there's also no need to deliberately think negatively.

I can consider my feelings after hearing the whole story.
Light Dragon told me not to get swept up in emotions.

I took a deep breath internally to compose myself before speaking again.

"...So do you know the identity of that person too?"

"Vaguely."

By this point, I wasn't even surprised anymore.
I was just confused.

"Why did you keep hiding it until now?"

For my sake?
I'm already deeply involved, so saying it's for my sake at this point doesn't make sense.

Always saying it's for my sake or whatever...
I would have understood if she'd said she hid it because she couldn't trust me.

I would have accepted if she'd said she was worried I might fall under Harmageddon's control if I got involved.
I would have nodded if she'd said I was like an unpredictable bomb that was difficult to use.

But it felt unfair that she hadn't told me anything until now.
It would have been better if she couldn't tell me because she didn't know, but knowing and not telling made me more annoyed.

"Is it because I'm not a Hero? Or because I'm just a 17-year-old kid?"

"No, it's not that..."

...Yeah. I was annoyed.
At my situation that never seemed to improve no matter how hard I tried, at being the only one who didn't know anything, at my own determination that kept going nowhere...

I just didn't like any of it.
Especially, I hated myself the most—the pathetic me who never changed no matter how hard I tried.

"If it's not that, then how long were you planning to hide it!? Shouldn't you have told me by now...? How long am I supposed to be in the dark about this?! Huh!?"

After shouting like that, I realized my mistake and shut my mouth.
Again. It's happening again.

Why am I like this? It's not like I have bipolar disorder, so why?
Can't I even control my own thoughts? Why?

Is this because of Harmageddon too? Or just because I'm pathetic?
Or is it because of that damn Mental Interference thing?

I kept calling out to Light Dragon in my mind, but no matter how much I called, he didn't answer.
Suddenly, I remembered Light Dragon saying he couldn't answer because he was blocking my Mental Interference.

...Wait. Could this really be Mental Interference?
While I was blinking blankly, Noona turned the car again, moving away from the Association.

"First of all... I'm sorry I couldn't tell you until now. One of the agreements I made with Light Dragon was not to involve you until we could definitively resolve the situation."

"Light Dragon said that...?"

"But now I can tell you."

After driving for a while until the Association was no longer in sight, she finally pulled over to the side of the road.
I felt a chill as my head seemed to clear up a bit as soon as we moved away from the Association.

Ch.153 - Blocking Someone
After parking the car and turning off the engine, my sister remained silent for a while.
I felt a bit frustrated having to wait for her to speak, but I decided to keep quiet and be patient.

There was no point in rushing her to get to the point.
Fortunately, she spoke again before I lost my patience.

"It took me some time to organize my thoughts about where to begin. First... you need to understand their objective to make sense of everything."

"Their objective... is it my body?"

Thinking about it again gives me chills, but Han Yeong-Seok, who I thought was the leader...
No, since the contents are the same, let's just call that bastard what he is.

Anyway, that bastard said his goal was my body.
Not in a weird way, but literally my "body" itself was the objective.

But I don't know what they want to do with my body.

Well... that bastard did excitedly explain it to me in the park, but honestly, who would be stupid enough to believe everything he said?

"I can guess what you heard. But that's half right and half wrong."

"Half wrong...?"

"Their goal is indeed Sia's body. You're the only test subject based on the Berserk Dragon that hasn't gone berserk and has maintained your sense of self. But that's their goal for targeting you specifically, not Harmageddon's ultimate objective."

"...That sounds like wordplay to me."

"I can see why it would. To put it more simply, you're necessary for their goal, but you yourself aren't the goal."

"Ah..."

So I shouldn't have put them in the same category, but viewed them separately.
This late realization made me feel embarrassed, and I covered my face with a sigh.

[You don't need to be ashamed of your shortcomings. The situation itself wasn't conducive to normal thinking.]

I blinked at the Berserk Dragon's voice, which came to me as soon as we got away from the Association.
So the situation wasn't conducive to normal thinking...

The Dragon wasn't saying this because my situation was pitiful or pathetic.
He must be trying to say it was a situation beyond my control.

*It's because of the Mental Interference, right?*

[Yes, that's correct.]

*But... didn't you say you were blocking that for me?*

[Human minds are inherently somewhat exposed.]

*What does that mean? My mind is exposed?*

I didn't think my mind was literally outside my body or anything...
As I was thinking this, the Berserk Dragon sighed.

[That's just a metaphor, not literally true. Humans are social beings who live by interacting with others and other living things. So even with the strongest Mental Barrier, unless you're completely shut off from the world due to some major trauma, you'll inevitably be influenced in some way as you live. In your case, someone is deliberately affecting your mind.]

*So my inability to control my emotions is also because of Mental Interference?*

[It's not complete, but there is some influence.]

As I nodded at the Berserk Dragon's words, my sister turned to look at me.
Oh right, I was in the middle of a conversation with her.

"I'm sorry, he suddenly started talking to me..."

"The Berserk Dragon?"

"Huh? Oh, yes..."

"What did he say?"

When I relayed what the Berserk Dragon had just explained, my sister nodded and let out a deep sigh.
She looked deep in thought.

"If that's true... it would explain the incident where heroes wielding the Berserk Dragon's weapons went berserk."

She fell silent again, looking contemplative, so I waited patiently until she spoke again.

"Anyway... their ultimate goal is to reopen the Gate. Using you, Sia."

When I heard my sister's words, I immediately recalled what that bastard had said in the park today.

—I just want to reopen the Gate.

Could it be... he was serious?
Because of his final comment about it being "more fun this way," I thought he was just a pleasure-seeking criminal without any real purpose...

"How would that even work? I've never even seen a Gate, let alone know how to open one..."

It was the Berserk Dragon who answered my question, not my sister.

[At the boundary... or rather, near what you call Gates, they probably plan to make you unleash your power.]

*What does that mean? If that could create Gates, wouldn't they have appeared already?*

[A dragon's power could make it possible. And because this world is unstable, the possibility is even higher.]

*Okay, I get that it might be possible because of dragon power. But all the Gates are already closed. So what does it mean to unleash power at a Gate?*

"Is it the Berserk Dragon?"

I nodded at my sister's question and relayed what the Berserk Dragon had just told me, just like before.
I felt like a messenger, but this was better than knowing nothing.

"...What makes him think this world is unstable?"

[The fact that you humans breathe fire and fly through the air is evidence enough. It means you haven't escaped the Gate's influence yet... or that a Gate is still open somewhere.]

"I see... that makes sense."

After silently fiddling with the steering wheel for a while, my sister sighed and continued.

"There's a place in the Association's underground that only the Association President can enter. Most likely, whatever is interfering with Sia's mind, or an unclosed Gate, is there."

"Wait, are you saying the Association President is a Harmageddon spy...?"

"He was on the list. But since we only had circumstantial evidence, we put him further down. I'd like to believe he hasn't fallen that far despite his suspicious behavior... but the more we analyze the situation, the more it points to him."

My sister's words meant that the Association President could be a Harmageddon spy.
I suppose you can never be certain about people, so I can't definitively say it's impossible.

But thinking about it logically, I just couldn't understand why the Association President would be a spy.

"But what would the Association President gain from working with Harmageddon?"

I don't know the Association President well enough to say much...

I just couldn't understand why someone in such a position, with so many accomplishments and achievements, would work with crazy people like Harmageddon.

Could you logically understand if the CEO of a major logistics company joined forces with Somali pirates?
No, you couldn't.

"What could he possibly need..."

"Probably the Association's survival."

My sister let out a bitter laugh and brushed her bangs aside.

"Recently, there have been growing criticisms about the Hero Association's incompetence. Annual villain appearances, the recent surge in terrorism, Harmageddon's existence... All these issues have piled up, creating the perception that the Hero Association just takes government funding without doing anything useful. In the National Assembly, they've even debated whether the Association should continue to exist."

"The National Assembly? Why would they suddenly get involved...?"

"You know that until just a few years ago, the Hero Association was called the Hunter Association, right?"

I do know that heroes were originally called hunters.
So naturally, the Hero Association was originally the Hunter Association.

"Yes, I know."

"Then this will be easier to explain. The reason the Hero Association is facing so much scrutiny now is because during the Singularity Incident, when the government collapsed, it was the Hunter Association that maintained public order in Korea. And later, when the Gates were almost all closed, they helped the government regain stability."

"Isn't that a good thing...?"

"It would have been if it ended there. But reality is a bit different. The Hunter Association essentially rebuilt a fallen nation, giving them tremendous influence regardless of political parties. They had power and capability... it was practically absolute authority."

Absolute power corrupts absolutely.

"And naturally, many people tried to abuse this."

"Because they weren't heroes back then...?"

My sister nodded with a bitter smile.

"That's right. That's probably why this is happening. They're desperately trying to break free from the Association's grip. The existence of the Hero Association, with its capabilities and embodiment of 'justice' itself, is like a thorn in the side of those wearing golden badges."

"So it's all about power..."

"Exactly. If that's really the reason, the Association President is trying to reopen the Gate to return to how the Association was back then. Because he can't forget the power they once had. Or if not that... he's doing this purely for his own greed."

My sister's words reminded me of what that bastard had told me at the hospital.

—They say that when the chairman of a major corporation was diagnosed with terminal cancer and was dying, he drank an "Elixir" that dropped from a Gate, which not only cured his cancer but also rejuvenated him.

"The Elixir...?"

"If we narrow down the possibilities, it would be those two."

This is definitely a serious threat, but there was something more important.

"But in the end, it's meaningless if we don't catch Harmageddon's leader, right?"

"...No, it'll be fine."

As I said earlier, there's one person I suspect.

Ch.154 - Due To Mental Interference
When I asked who the suspicious person was based on my sister's words, she shook her head and wouldn't answer.

"I can tell you about the other things because I have some evidence to back up my suspicions, but this is really just a hunch, so it's difficult to say..."

"It's someone connected to the Association President, right?"

I asked directly, but again she just gave a bitter smile and shook her head.

For a moment I thought she was still hiding things even after we'd come this far, but thinking about it calmly, I could understand her behavior.

She didn't want to name someone as suspicious only to later discover it was just a misunderstanding or mistake. Above all, my sister is the Director of the Association.

It's a position with great power and equally heavy responsibility. Someone in that position can't jump to conclusions in any situation.

Being in such a position, she probably couldn't speak based on suspicion alone.

"But..."

I was about to say, "Shouldn't the Association President also avoid suspecting people based on hunches alone?" but I stopped myself. With a little thought, I realized it wasn't just a hunch.

Just considering what came to mind immediately, there was the matter of my emotions. I don't mean that someone is guilty just because they made me feel bad.

The Light Dragon said the sudden changes in my emotions were due to mental interference. So why did my emotional changes become more intense near the Association? Obviously because of mental interference.

The mental interference grows stronger when I approach the Association and weaker when I move away. What does this mean? Whatever it is, it means there's something suspicious inside the Association.

*I didn't realize I could reason this well.*

Maybe because my head is clearer, I can see the situation more objectively now. No, that's not it. I've just gone from being an idiot led by emotions to being a normal person.

"But why?"

"Pardon?"

I blinked, wondering what was happening, and my sister asked again with a puzzled expression.

"I mean, didn't you call me because you had something to say?"

"Ah... it's nothing. Something occurred to me and I was going to ask, but after thinking about it a bit, I realized I didn't need to."

"Just so you know, it's better to share even small things than to hide them because they're difficult to talk about."

"It's really fine," I replied, waving my hands dismissively before leaning back against the chair.

"So what do we do now?"

Until now we've just been victims without knowing anything, but at least we've found some clues. The real problem starts here, though.

So what if we know everything? We're up against the Association President and the leader of a terrorist organization.

What can a monster and an Association Director do when we're not even Heroes or Interns?
Well, we have to do something.

"First off, we can't just barge in and cause a scene, right?"

Relying solely on my durability would be the worst approach. Of course, considering the durability of my reactive armor, it's not entirely impossible.

I can withstand tremendous heat, electricity, and physical... most things don't really affect me. But there are still variables.

Right, the Neutralization Stone. That's the variable. No matter how tough my reactive armor is, it becomes soft when touched by a Neutralization Stone. If someone sprinkles that on me and beats me up, even I would die.

And what if we charge in recklessly and fail? Then we'd really be in over our heads.

"Of course not."

"So I guess we first need to get into the Association's underground area you mentioned, and the key issue is how to enter a place that only the Association President can access."

Sneaking in or drilling a hole from above would be difficult. Considering how sharp my nails are, I could probably get in if given enough time, but that's easier said than done—nearly impossible.

If only the Association President can enter, security must be tight. Or maybe it's less secure precisely because it's such a place?

While I was thinking hard with my limited brain power, I felt a strange gaze and looked up.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

She was staring at me with a surprised expression, which made me feel oddly uncomfortable, so I asked with a pout. My sister blinked.

"Huh? Oh... sorry, it's just... seeing you this rational is a first for me. I couldn't help it."

Was I bad enough to deserve that kind of comment?

—Why are you only acting crazy with me!!
—What did I do so wrong...
—Fuck...! Fuuuuck!!

...Thinking back, I guess I was pretty bad.
Still, I have my defense.

When I was in the hospital, I hadn't even accepted the situation yet, and then Grandmother was attacked, leaving me mentally unstable. And recently, it was because of mental interference.

Of course, even taking that into account, I was a bit extreme, but that was truly beyond my control.

"I guess I was a bit... unhinged back then."

"I'm sorry if I offended you."

"It's fine. It's the truth. But I think we should decide what to do now first."

"You're right."

As she nodded in agreement, her phone buzzed. She flipped it over to check, then let out a deep sigh. Judging by her decent expression, it wasn't bad news.

"What is it?"

"A report that the fire has been extinguished and civilians evacuated. I was just checking that."

My sister continued as she started the car.

"Given the nature of the incident, you'll need to come to the Association too, Sia. We can't delay any longer, so I'll explain on the way."

"If we go toward the Association, I might have another episode like before... Will that be okay?"

"It'll be fine. Hyun is coming directly to the Association. Given his speed, he might even arrive before we do."

What does Hyun coming have to do with me not having an episode...?
Honestly, having Hyun nearby makes me more worried...

[Mental interference works by exploiting gaps in your mind. Conversely, if there are no gaps in your mind, mental interference becomes weaker.]

*But what does Hyun coming have to do with mental interference?*

[...Are you seriously asking that?]

I blinked at the voice that let out a mocking laugh as if in disbelief.
I mean, yes, I'm seriously asking—why would I joke about something like this?

While I was thinking that, the Light Dragon even sighed as if I was pathetic.
I felt a surge of anger but held it back and waited for an answer.

[Think about when you've been unable to control your emotions until now.]

I pondered that carefully.
It was definitely worst when something happened or when I lacked confidence in myself.

*I've thought about it.*

[Were there any incidents involving Choi Hyun among those?]

*Weren't there?*

I tilted my head and thought again.
...There weren't. Well, there were a few times when it seemed like it, but Hyun was never the cause.

In fact, when Hyun was beside me while I was losing control, my emotions would subside. Even when he wasn't physically present, thinking about Hyun or remembering what he'd said helped me think more calmly.

[When you're thinking about Choi Hyun day and night, where would mental interference find a gap to enter?]

"Huh?"

Did I really think about Hyun that much...?
Enough to block mental interference...?

No, even so. Huh? Did I...?

[After already being physically intimate, what are you denying?]

That one statement left me speechless, blinking blankly, until my sister's voice broke through.

"—Sia! Sia!"

"Wah!?"

I was so startled I almost spread my wings, but remembering we were inside a car, I managed to stop when they were only halfway extended. Of course, even half-extended was problematic as they were large enough to cover half the car.

Fortunately, unlike with Hyun, my sister didn't almost crash or anything like that.

"Sorry, I called you several times but got no response. I thought you might be under mental interference again. I pulled over to the shoulder and called you—were you very startled?"

I see, she completely eliminated the possibility of an accident by pulling over to the shoulder.

"I was a bit surprised, but I'm fine."

I sighed inwardly and folded my wings. My back felt a bit stiff from the sudden stop, but it wasn't unbearable.

"Good... that's a relief. Then, let me continue explaining from where we left off."

"Huh? What explanation?"

"What? You weren't listening at all?"

Seeing my sister's wide-eyed surprise, I couldn't respond and just averted my gaze. She turned her body toward me and gently took my hand.

"If it's because of mental interference again, don't hesitate to tell me. If it's severe, we can go somewhere else."

I shook my head repeatedly.

"No, I'm fine. Really, really fine."

After all, it wasn't mental interference—I was just shocked by the revelation that I don't experience mental interference because I think about Hyun all day.

*...Should I consider this mental interference too?*

Yes, it's mental interference.
It's definitely mental interference.

"So, it's not because of mental interference?"

Faced with her insistence on a clear answer, I hesitated briefly before nodding. As the Light Dragon said, after being physically intimate, I couldn't deny it now...

...Right. I couldn't deny it.

"...No. It's not that."

"I see... It's a bit rushed, but I'll explain from the beginning again."

With that, my sister started her explanation once more.

Ch.155 - Belated Passion
The plan wasn't anything particularly grand.
First, meet up with Hyun. Second, walk around the Association with Hyun to find where the mental interference is strongest.

That's it.

It was less impressive than I thought... no, even more underwhelming than I'd expected, but I didn't particularly care about that part.
Even a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step—we couldn't solve all our problems with some brilliant strategy right from the start.

"But how are we going to move around the Association?" I asked.

"What do you mean how? We just walk around."

"Don't I need to be investigated?"

"Sia didn't cause this incident, right? Of course, since you were there, they'll want to hear your account, but you're not being investigated as a suspect, so don't worry too much."

I nodded and flexed my fist as I began to feel a strange sensation. Sure enough, when I tilted my head to look out the window, I could see the Hero Association in the distance.

[It's about to begin.]

'I know without you telling me.'

We weren't even near the entrance yet and I already felt this uncomfortable—what would happen when we actually went inside?
But wait, it wasn't this bad last time I came. Why is it so much worse now?

It couldn't just be because Hyun wasn't here. There were times when Hyun wasn't by my side when I was at the Association, and it wasn't this severe then.

[Back then, Choi Hyun was still in the same building, and you were aware of his presence. There's a big difference between him not being by your side and him not being around at all.]

'...I see.'

[Of course, another reason is that they seem to have figured out the situation somewhat and are interfering more than usual.]

'Isn't that serious?'

[Don't worry. Once Choi Hyun arrives, I won't need to exert myself.]

So it all comes back to Choi Hyun in the end.
Despite the rising discomfort, I almost laughed but held it in and took a deep breath.

"Hoo..."

"Are you okay?"

"Yes. I can handle this much."

As we got closer to the Association building, the discomfort grew worse, but then suddenly began to diminish as if by magic.
No way, it couldn't be... surely it's not because Hyun is nearby?

Half-doubting, I raised myself slightly to look outside the car and spotted Hyun standing at the entrance, constantly looking around.

They say "no way" until it happens—and there he really is.

'I thought it was all a lie or just a placebo effect or something, but I didn't expect it to be this obvious...'

[What would I gain by lying to you?]

That's true.
I couldn't help but chuckle as I leaned back against the seat. Noona, who glanced at me through the rearview mirror, must have spotted Hyun too because she let out a deep sigh.

"Well, that's one worry gone... I'll make a U-turn and drop you off in front of Hyun. Go inside with him first."

"What about you, Noona?"

In response, she briefly held up her phone to show me.
In the short time that had passed, she already had 46 missed calls.

They were probably from people who had been at the scene.

"I've got reports coming in constantly and other things to handle."

"I'm sorry... it's all because of me."

"How is this your fault? It's those Harmageddon bastards who are to blame. Anyway, I'll finish up as quickly as I can and come down. Just stick to the plan. The plan."

I was about to nod when a thought struck me.
Wait, isn't this plan only known to Noona and me?

"But Hyun doesn't know our plan yet, right?"

"That's true, but he's smart enough to catch on quickly with a little explanation. Since I can't explain it to him directly, you'll have to do it, Sia. Can you handle that?"

"Whether I can or not, I'll have to somehow."

Noona, who was waiting to make a U-turn, chuckled at my words and shook her head.

"You sound just like Hyun."

"Hyun said something like that?"

"He used to say it very often. Back when Hyun was still a Hunter."

It was an interesting topic, but I kept my mouth shut, thinking this wasn't the time for such stories.
Noona made a U-turn and parked right in front of the Association.

As soon as Hyun saw Noona's car, he quickly ran over.

"Noona, where's Sia?"

"In the back seat."

"I'll get out."

With those words, Hyun immediately opened the back door, and I waved lightly at him from my half-reclined position.
Hyun's face showed he had a lot to say, but after mumbling for a moment, he sighed deeply and said:

"How did you get so black all over? You're covered from head to toe. Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm not hurt. And I'm not burned. I just got some black stuff on me while helping someone who was inside."

"That's not 'some,' you idiot."

Hyun chuckled at my answer and helped me unfasten my seatbelt and get out.
With Hyun's help, I got out of the car, and only then did I notice the state of the car.

The place where I had been lying was literally blackened.
It was so black that someone might think someone had deliberately rubbed charcoal all over it.

"Ah... I'm sorry, because of me..."

"It's fine, don't worry about it. A car wash will take care of it. More importantly, you know, right?"

I nodded at Noona's words, and she smiled and left.

"What was that about?" Hyun asked.

"I was just about to tell you. Let's go inside first. This isn't something we should discuss out here."

"Then let's go to my office."

I nodded and followed Hyun into the Association.
The atmosphere was very different from last time.

Last time I came, it felt a bit busy but still warm. This time, it felt rather cold.
It could be because they had the air conditioning on with summer approaching, but it felt different from that.

How should I put it—it felt like I wasn't very welcome.

Well, of course that would be the case. With TV going on about a monster based on the Berserk Dragon and whatnot, it would be stranger if the Association welcomed me.

It's basically like some crazy monster barging into the middle of an allied base.

"It's okay."

Hyun said that and took my hand.
In the past, I might have shaken off his hand, saying something like "What are you doing, we're both men?" but now it just felt reassuring.

And my heart was also beating a little faster.
I suddenly remembered what the Berserk Dragon had said, but I deliberately ignored it and scurried after Hyun.

"Hey, not everyone dislikes you. Everyone's just on edge because of the terrorist attack, so don't be so nervous."

"...Right. Yeah, thanks."

I smiled faintly at Hyun's words as we took the elevator up to his office.
It was still an empty office, but unlike last time, there was a small refrigerator in the corner like the one I'd seen in Noona's room.

"That's a new fridge."

"I added it for when you become a Hero Intern and use this office. Want something to drink?"

"Chocolate milk."

"Here you go."

I was startled and prepared to catch the milk, thinking he would throw it, but Hyun actually inserted a straw and handed it to me directly.

"What are you doing?"

"Nothing, I thought you were going to throw the milk, so I was getting ready to catch it."

"Hey, what do you take me for? Even I wouldn't joke around in a situation like this."

That sounded like he would have done it if the situation had been different.
I swallowed the words that had risen to the tip of my tongue and drank the milk Hyun had given me.

"So, what happened?"

At Hyun's question, I took the straw out of my mouth.
First... I should explain what happened today.

To be honest, if I tell it exactly as it happened, he'll probably get really mad, but I should still tell the truth.

Even though I thought that, I was at a loss for words for a while, not feeling quite ready.

But I have to do this.
Steeling myself once more, I opened my mouth.

"I met Han Yeong-Seok today."

"What?"

He turned to look at me with an expression that said "Did I hear that right?" and his face was so fierce.
...I'm losing my resolve right from the start.

"How... did that happen?"

"Remember what I told you before? About feeling something like... a pull? That kind of thing."

"You mean during the intern exam? I remember. So, you felt that pull and when you went to check it out, Han Yeong-Seok was there?"

I nodded and was about to continue when Hyun started rattling off words before I could even open my mouth.

"He wouldn't have just shown up for no reason, so he probably tried to lure you in with some strange talk. And that was probably the terrorist attack that happened today, right?"

"Huh? Yeah..."

"And you felt responsible and guilty, so you went to the terrorist site nearby to turn yourself in. But seeing how you're covered in soot, you either heard someone say there were people inside who needed help, or nobody said anything but you thought 'Let's save people first' or 'This happened because of me, so I need to do something.' Something like that, and you went into the burning building."

I blinked blankly at him explaining everything without me saying a word.
Moreover, half... no, he basically said exactly what I was going to say.

"How did you..."

"How many years have I known you? How could I not know your personality by now?"

Hyun raised his hand as he said that.
I tensed up, thinking I might get scolded, but...

"Thank you. For coming back safely without getting hurt."

Hyun just patted my head.

It had been a while since I came out of the burning building, but I felt strangely hot.

"Ahem! Anyway, let me continue explaining."

"Go ahead."

I cooled my face with the back of my cold hand as I explained the plan Noona and I had come up with.

Ch.156 - Reliable Ally
Noona and I... well, actually just Noona had established a hypothesis and plan. After hearing it all, Hyun rubbed his chin and let out a deep sigh.

"What's wrong? Is there a problem?"

"Huh? Ah, no, that's not it. The plan itself is fine. It's just... I've worked hard as a Hero all this time, and thinking that the Association is involved in something like this makes me feel... not so great."

Seeing him trying to smile, I carefully approached and patted his shoulder.
Hyun blinked at my gesture, then chuckled and stood up.

"...Are you okay?"

"It would be a lie to say I'm fine. But that doesn't mean I can just sit around doing nothing. This involves you, not some stranger. How could I possibly do nothing? I have to do something."

His bright smile made my face feel hot again.
I tried to ignore Hyun's amused look at my blushing face and continued speaking.

"So, what are we going to do now? Noona said she's leaving it up to you."

"First, we need to go underground. Let's ask the Light Dragon how long it will take to locate the mental interference."

[At least an hour, I'd say.]

"He says about an hour. But won't it seem suspicious if we're hanging around underground for no reason? I heard there are spies in the Association."

"If there's no reason, we can make one. Didn't you just enter a burning building at that scene? We can say you're getting checked for carbon monoxide poisoning and burns. That should buy us some time."

"Oh..."

As I nodded, Hyun rubbed his chin and stared into the distance.
Does he have something else on his mind?

I quietly watched without interrupting until he took out his phone, checked something, and nodded.

"What are you thinking about so hard?"

When I asked, thinking he might be done, Hyun hesitated before speaking.

"I'm not certain, but that mental interference... I wonder if it might be caused by weapons made from the Light Dragon's remains."

His words made me think for a moment before I shuddered.
Come to think of it, it was worth suspecting.

"There are weapons made from the Light Dragon's remains in the Association's underground?"

"Yeah. Heroes who used those weapons before received X-grade ratings in psychological evaluations and went berserk. They were strictly sealed in the Association's underground because of that incident. If that's what's causing the interference..."

"Then the Association President might not be the problem."

"That's a possibility. What does the Light Dragon say?"

[Among weapons made from dragon remains, there are occasionally those with lingering grudges or consciousness that develop their own will, but I'm not certain in this case. The Light Dragon—'I'—am here, after all.]

"He says weapons made from dragon remains sometimes have that kind of thing, but he doesn't think it's him. The consciousness is inside me."

After I relayed the Light Dragon's message, Hyun sighed deeply and scratched his head.

"So this isn't certain either."

"Still, it's worth suspecting. You know, the remains could be used like an amplifier or relay of some sort. Otherwise, those Heroes wouldn't have gone crazy using those weapons."

"That's true. But until we have something definite, don't be too sure."

"Then we should go check it out now."

As I was about to leave Hyun's office saying that, he grabbed my horn.
The strange sensation made me flinch and give him a blank look, and he let go.

"What?"

"Before we go, let's change clothes and clean up. If we go looking like this, we'll shock everyone."

Looking at myself, I realized he was right. I was a mess.
The clothes I was wearing were singed all over, with some parts completely blackened. And if my clothes were like this, my body wasn't any better.

"But we can't go home now."

"It's fine. There's a bathroom in my private room at the Association."

"But I don't have any clothes to change into—"

Wait a minute...
This guy wouldn't say this without a reason.

"—Don't tell me. You have clothes?"

"Yeah, I do."

His confident affirmation left me speechless, with a mountain of things I wanted to say.
After staring blankly at his face for a while, my brain overloaded, I shuddered.

"Why?"

"When I bought clothes for you before, I also bought a few outfits that I thought would suit you."

"What the... you didn't even mention that..."

"Is there a problem with me spending my own money?"

"...No."

"Then it's fine. Let's go."

Unable to argue with Hyun's logic, I followed him to his private room.
Hyun's private room was located almost at the top floor of the Association.

"You have a private room here?"

"Yeah. The other floors have all been converted into offices, emergency response rooms, conference halls, and such. Only this floor was left awkwardly unused, so I'm just using it."

"Do they give these to S-Class Heroes?"

"No, not particularly. It's just a room I've been using for a long time."

"Since a long time ago... you mean since you were a Hunter?"

"Yeah. Back then I had no home or anything, so I lived at the Association. Well... that was then. Recently I've been commuting from home, so I haven't used it, but now it's coming in handy."

Hyun's private room was slightly better than his office, but only "slightly better" at best.

There was a small bed for sleeping, a personal closet, a desk, and a chair—nothing else.

"Why don't you decorate your room?"

"When you don't know when you might die, decorating just means more stuff to clean up later."

He said it so casually that it sounded like nothing important, but when I thought about it, it wasn't nothing at all.

*Hyun dying?*

The moment that thought crossed my mind, my heart sank, and I immediately pushed Hyun against the wall.
I pushed him hard enough to make a thud, but my shock outweighed any guilt I felt.

Dying?
Not just anyone, but Hyun dying?

"What are you talking about!? What do you mean you don't know when you might die!! Do you have cancer!? Or... some disease or curse from the Gates!?"

As I shouted and tried to tear at his clothes to look for injuries or abnormalities, Hyun grabbed my hands and yelled back.

"No, no! That's not it! I meant before! Before!!"

"Before...?"

"Yes! When I was still a Hunter! Back then I really was fighting with my life on the line! Now it's just a habit that I don't decorate! I'm not dying, so let go! You're tearing my clothes!"

Hearing that, all the strength left my legs and waist, and I collapsed.
I blinked blankly, forgetting even to breathe, and tried to hit Hyun, but my hands were shaking too much, so I just poked his leg with my horn instead.

"You scared me, you bastard...!"

"I'm sorry, really sorry."

"You jerk... you absolute dog..."

As I kept cursing with a trembling voice, Hyun hugged me tightly.
After catching my breath for a while, I slowly got up with Hyun's help.

My legs were still shaking, but I could at least stand.

"Sorry, did I scare you that much?"

"What do you think, you jerk... I thought my heart was going to stop."

"I'm really sorry."

Once I calmed down, I noticed that Hyun's clothes were now covered in black soot because of me.
Hyun followed my gaze, looked down at himself, and smiled.

"This is my room. I have clothes here. I can change too, so don't worry about the clothes. More importantly, let's hurry up and get cleaned so we can go. The longer we delay, the more disadvantaged we'll be."

I wondered if it was really okay to take time to wash and change clothes in this urgent situation, but Hyun dismissed my concern with one sentence.

"They say the more urgent things are, the more you should take the long way around. Being hasty won't help."

"I guess so...?"

I nodded and followed Hyun into the bathroom to wash up and change clothes.
Fortunately, the clothes Hyun had bought weren't frilly or anything like that—just a plain white shirt, skirt, and coat.

I didn't like the skirt part much, but considering I'd already worn a dress, I didn't feel I could complain.
Besides, it's not like I had any other options unless I wanted to go out wearing nothing below.

After changing, I looked at myself in the mirror, turning this way and that.

...He said he bought clothes he thought would suit me, and they do fit well.

"It suits you well."

"...Shut up."

Why is he so perceptive about these things?
As I tried to calm my racing heart, Hyun, who had already changed his clothes, came and stood beside me.

"All ready?"

"Yeah. We can go now."

"Alright, let's go."

After taking a deep breath, I followed Hyun toward the Association's underground.

While riding the elevator down, I worried that suspicious people might suddenly rush in like in movies, but nothing like that happened.

Even after getting off the elevator, completing the registration, and heading for the examination, everything was too peaceful.
Just like normal.

No, it almost seemed more peaceful than usual...

"Why are you so tense?"

While waiting after taking a number, Hyun came over and quietly asked.
After checking our surroundings, I beckoned him closer with a finger.

Hyun looked puzzled but leaned toward me, and I whispered in his ear.

"Since you said there are spies, everything seems suspicious..."

"If you show that you're on guard like this, even spies who were coming would run away."

"Still, we need to be cautious. We don't know when or where they might appear."

Hearing my words, Hyun blinked with a blank expression, then chuckled and patted my head.

"It's okay. I'm right beside you."

To a stranger, it might have sounded like arrogance.
But coming from Hyun...

"...Okay."

Somehow, it was reassuring and made me feel safe.

Ch.157 - The Injection Is Scary
I followed Ha-Young to the underground for the examination.
It was a good plan for killing time since we had to move around for various tests, and it was also perfect for finding the source of the mental interference.

"Hey, but won't people be suspicious?" I asked.

"About what?"

"I mean, isn't it weird that a fire-breathing dragon would collapse from carbon monoxide poisoning?"

...Or is it? Fire-breathing and carbon monoxide poisoning are completely different things, so would dragons even get carbon monoxide poisoning?

While I was lost in these useless thoughts, Hyun chuckled and gently stroked my head.
I was too distracted to protest, so I quietly let him pat me before jabbing his side with my elbow.

"Stop it."

"You were talking nonsense, so I thought you might be nervous and wanted to help you relax."

"I'm not particularly nervous."

Actually, that's a lie.
It's reassuring to have Hyun right beside me, but that doesn't mean I can completely relax.

Having the world's strongest safety device doesn't make bungee jumping any less scary, does it?
It's something like that.

I just can't show my nervousness right now, so I'm trying to relax by thinking about random things.
If I had my phone, I could have waited without thinking about anything...

No, that wouldn't work either. With my hands like this, I wouldn't be able to use it properly by myself.
As I always think, no matter what I do, my hands are always the problem.

"Next, Yu Sia, please go to examination room 2."

While I was lost in thought, the nurse called my name, indicating it was my turn.

"I'll wait here, so go ahead."

"Okay."

This test was an electrocardiogram, which required removing my top, so Hyun decided to wait outside. I got up alone and entered the examination room.

Inside, I saw the machine that goes "doo, doo, doo" showing heartbeats, like in movies and dramas.
After briefly looking at the machine, I lay down on the bed for the examination.

"...Alright, we're all done."

"Already?"

"Yes, you can go to your next examination now."

I thought the test would take longer since it involved lying down, but it ended in about two minutes... no, it felt like just over a minute.

With a bewildered expression, I fixed my clothes with the nurse's help and went out. Hyun, who had been looking at his phone, looked up at me with an expression that said "already done?"

"That was quick. Is it over already?"

"Yeah. It ended faster than I expected. Oh, do you know what the next test is?"

"Yeah. Arterial blood gas test and venous blood test."

I flinched at the mention of blood tests, but I nodded firmly while trying to suppress my reaction.
I'd already done it once before, and at my age, being afraid of a simple injection would be ridiculous.

"Let's go."

"That's unexpected. I thought you'd freak out."

Hyun said with a smile, probably trying to ease my tension.
That's what he meant to do... right?

"Back then... I don't know, it was probably because of the mental interference then too."

But honestly, this is worth questioning.
Logically, no matter how much my body has changed to become female, would an 18-year-old high school student be afraid of injections?

Of course, they could be. But at 18, you should be able to endure fear to some extent if it's necessary.
But back then, I didn't care about necessity or anything—I just cried and made a huge fuss. If nothing else, this is suspicious enough to question.

"You're right... that could be it."

"Yeah, anyway, that's what it was."

But when he took me so seriously, I felt embarrassed, so I cleared my throat and averted my eyes while quietly calling the Light Dragon.

'How's it going? Found anything?'

[Yes. I should know for certain soon, so stay quiet.]

'But it's definitely here, right?'

[Don't rush me. It's only been 20 minutes.]

It feels like quite a bit of time has passed, but it's only been 20 minutes...
Another 40 minutes... Should I have a fit about being too scared of injections to waste more time?

I remember that took up a lot of time last time, so if I do it again...

—SCREEEECH!!

I quietly abandoned that thought as a scream flashed through my mind.
...Right. Once is enough for that kind of behavior. No need to go that far, even for the plan.

As I walked with these thoughts, I suddenly found myself in front of the blood collection room.
The strong smell of disinfectant stung my nose, and the inside of my elbow started tingling.

No joke, as soon as I smelled the disinfectant, my mood plummeted and my body started trembling involuntarily.

"Hey, are you okay? Why do you look like that? And why are your hands shaking?"

At Hyun's words, I flinched and looked down at my hands.
Unbelievably, they were trembling violently.

"Are you that scared of injections? Or should we do another test first?"

"No... I'm fine..."

What's happening to me? Did that injection from before become a trauma?
Even if it had become traumatic, it shouldn't make me feel this bad...

Could it really be mental interference? If so, is there some device nearby causing it?
I tried to calm my trembling body and called out to the Light Dragon, but he didn't respond.

...This must be the place.

I leaned against the wall and tried to calm my increasingly ragged breathing.
I tried holding my breath and squeezing my eyes shut, but nothing seemed to help the trembling.

—Being next to Choi Hyun will help.

Right. Hyun.
I opened my eyes and reached out to tug at Hyun's clothes.

"What's wrong? Do you need something? Should we move somewhere else first?"

I shook my head and mumbled.
Say it. Just say it.

"...H-"

I opened my mouth, but the words seemed stuck in my throat.
Damn... after everything we've been through, why am I hesitating now!

"H-hug me..."

I stretched out my arms as I said this, then squeezed my eyes shut, unable to look at Hyun's expression.
What expression is he making right now? I don't know, but it's probably not a good one.

As I kept swallowing and trembling, I felt strong arms wrap around me, making me flinch and open my eyes.
The owner of those arms was, of course, Hyun. And surprisingly, as soon as he hugged me, the unpleasant feeling disappeared like a lie.

"How is it? Feeling better?"

I flicked my ears at the low voice right next to them and nodded.

"Do you want to calm down more before going in? Or go in like this?"

Would I have another fit if I left Hyun's embrace?
No... it couldn't be that bad.

After hesitating for a moment, I unwrapped my arms from around Hyun's neck.
Hyun immediately understood and released his arms from around me.

As the warm sensation moved away, I felt my insides twisting and immediately threw myself back into Hyun's arms.
No joke, the moment I left Hyun's embrace, all sorts of emotions stabbed into my mind, making it unbearable.

It was so severe that I could barely stand, let alone move.
The mental interference I had half-jokingly mentioned earlier... it must be real.

"Hyun... I think this really is mental interference..."

When I whispered this next to Hyun's ear, he nodded.

"It's strange... even last time, it wasn't this severe..."

"You're right, it wasn't this bad."

Last time, I did cry because I was afraid of being pricked by the needle, but I didn't have a fit just from approaching the blood collection room.
This could only be explained by mental interference.

"...Like this. I want to go like this. I can't go alone."

"Okay."

"I'm sorry..."

"It's alright. No need to apologize. It's not your fault."

I nodded, and Hyun put his hand behind my legs and lifted me up.
It was embarrassing, but I entered the blood collection room cradled in Hyun's arms.

The nurses and other people in the room looked at me with warm smiles, but I was too busy suppressing my fit to care.

With one arm holding me, Hyun skillfully took a number and sat down.
It would be nice to stay like this forever, but of course, that wasn't possible.

"Yu Sia."

Soon my turn came, and Hyun carried me to the seat.
I thought the feeling would return as soon as I left Hyun's embrace, but fortunately, it wasn't that bad.

"Arterial and venous tests. Let me roll up your sleeve."

Since I couldn't roll up my own sleeve, Hyun did it for me, revealing my thin arm.

The nurse tied a rubber band around my arm and pressed it. Naturally, the reactive armor appeared, and the nurse brought out the neutralization stone I had seen before and applied it to my arm.

Just like before, the neutralization stone emitted an intense light and shattered, and the reactive armor disappeared.
The nurse rubbed my arm, now free of reactive armor, with an alcohol swab and took out a syringe.

The pointed needle gleamed in the light, and the moment I saw it, all sorts of emotions invaded my mind.

—It hurts—it's painful—mom—why is this happening to me—I'm scared
—I don't like pain—I don't want injections—no more injections—it hurts

Dozens of voices filled my head at once, and for a moment, my vision went completely black.
Through the static noise in my vision, I could see an unfamiliar man sitting where the nurse had been.

That man was also holding a syringe.
A syringe filled with some unidentifiable black liquid.

"Ugh, aah... ugh...!!"

I tried to hold back, but it was too much.
Reflexively, I was about to move my body and tear apart the man in front of me when—

"It's okay."

Hyun's voice in my ear made me flinch.
When I closed and opened my eyes, the man I had seen was nowhere to be found, and only the nurse with a surprised expression remained.

"You don't have to be scared. It's okay."

With those words, I finally came to my senses and lowered my head.

Ch.158 - Why Now Of All Times
I barely managed to finish the blood draw and left the room, then immediately rushed to the bathroom due to an overwhelming wave of nausea.

Fortunately or unfortunately, Choi Hyun didn't follow me in since I didn't need any help.

"Ugh, hurk... HACK! UWEEEEEK!!"

Injections.
Those damn injections.

The image of that unknown man holding a syringe filled with black liquid kept swirling in my mind.
That was inside me? That liquid? What the hell was that liquid anyway?

No, if that was really the injection I received, the doctor would have mentioned something abnormal in my blood during the last checkup.
They said there was a spy in the Association. Considering how strongly the Mental Interference hit me in the blood collection room, maybe they deliberately didn't tell me?

And what about that memory? How do I explain that?
Whose memory is it that won't leave my head...!

"Hng... hoo... ugh!"

After retching for quite a while until there was nothing left to come up, I swallowed the sour bile and slowly caught my breath.

"Haa... haa..."

I staggered to my feet and flushed the toilet with my foot.
I watched the vomit swirl down with a gurgling sound, then rinsed my mouth at the sink.

I raised my head and looked at the large mirror.
The strangely familiar scene startled me for a moment, then I sighed deeply and lowered my head.

"Hey... are you listening? Haven't you found anything yet...?"

Whether the Light Dragon was deaf or still concentrating, I received no answer.
No, since he doesn't have a physical body, he can't be deaf.

I stumbled out of the bathroom in a half-dazed state.
Hyun was leaning against the wall right next to the bathroom, and as soon as I came out, he knelt on one knee in front of me and wiped my mouth with a handkerchief.

"...I already rinsed my mouth."

"I know. How are you feeling? Are you okay?"

He's worried about me first, as always.
I smiled unconsciously, approached him, and rested my forehead on his shoulder.

"I'm fine except for the nausea and headache..."

"That means you're not fine. Come here. This might make you feel better."

With a bitter expression, Hyun picked me up in his arms.
I was worried I might feel sick being carried, but fortunately, it actually made me feel better.

"What happened in there?"

"Just a moment... I'll tell you after we stay like this a little longer."

After stalling for time and settling my stomach somewhat, I tried to recall what I had seen in the blood collection room.

A dim space, a syringe filled with black liquid, a man's face covered in noise, the overwhelming smell of disinfectant that made my nose twist, faintly glowing pillars...

And dozens, hundreds of similar scenes overlapping.
The man holding the syringe never changed, but I could tell the scenes were different because the arms being injected kept changing.

Since the arms kept changing, they probably belonged to other victims connected to my mind.
No. 445 at the courthouse had given me a similar feeling.

As that thought occurred to me, I suddenly remembered what No. 445 had screamed in the burning courtroom.

—Your oppa saved you, so you never got injections, unnie. Do you know how many injections I got just so I could meet you!? Do you know how many scales were ripped off me?

Those golden eyes shedding tears of blood, mocking me.
Even now, when I close my eyes, I can still see the hatred burning beneath those eyes.

—When I screamed in pain and bled, nobody saved me. Why did oppa only save you? Why didn't he save me? WHY!?

If the injections No. 445 mentioned contained that pitch-black substance...
If what I saw in the blood collection room was No. 445's memory...

No, not just No. 445, but the memories of all test subjects before her?
I wanted to believe it wasn't true, but after what I'd just seen, I couldn't deny it.

Then I should tell Hyun.
The deliberation was brief.

"Hyun."

"Yeah, what is it?"

"What happened in the blood collection room earlier... I saw something. How should I put this... I experienced Mental Interference and my mind connected with something...?"

It was one thing to decide to tell him, but figuring out how to explain it was another matter.
After thinking about it briefly, I settled on Mental Interference as the best explanation.

"When the nurse took out the syringe, I saw a strange man overlapping with her. That man was trying to inject a black liquid into my arm."

"Overlapping? Did you see what his face looked like?"

I shook my head.

"The noise made it hard to see his face clearly. But I could see some of the surroundings."

"What did you see?"

"There were lots of machines. And many glowing pillars too."

"By pillars, do you mean building columns? Were they reflecting light? Or were they glowing on their own?"

I closed my eyes and tried to remember.

"They were translucent, with lots of pipes connected to them. And they seemed to glow on their own."

Yes, like giant test tubes for biological experiments in sci-fi movies.
Then those blurry black shapes inside them were...

"People... there were people inside them. Those things in the test tubes, they were all people..."

No. 441. No. 445. If this continues, how many victims are being held captive?
No. 445's screams echoed in my ears—asking why I was the only one saved.

My hands started trembling involuntarily and my breathing quickened.

"It's okay. We'll talk about it later. You don't need to think about it anymore. There's no need to force yourself to remember right now."

His hand gently stroking the back of my head helped me gather my emotions bit by bit.
But the shock itself hadn't disappeared, and my mind still felt dazed, as if I'd been hit on the head.

"Hyun, what... what should I do?"

It was too difficult for me to think about alone.
I felt guilty for pushing the problem onto Hyun, but I really couldn't find an answer no matter how much I thought about it.

Hyun paused his hand that had been patting my back.

"You have to do something. If you don't know where to start, just start anywhere. Nothing will change if you do nothing."

It sounded like an empty platitude, but somehow it made me feel better.
Come to think of it, that's how Hyun found me too. Over the course of ten long years.

"I see..."

Is this the power of love?

*That's crazy talk.*

I was still spouting nonsense, not fully back to my senses. Swallowing a sigh that was about to escape, I closed my eyes and asked:

"What's the next examination...?"

"Chest X-ray. But are you okay? If you're feeling too bad, we can take a break. This place operates at night too since Heroes often come here."

That made me waver.
I wondered if we could go back to the surface, and the desire to get out of here was overwhelming.

I worried that leaving now might ruin Light Dragon's investigation, but he hadn't said anything about not going back to the surface, so it should be fine.

"...Then I'd like to rest a bit before continuing."

"Okay. Let's take a short break and come back."

I sighed deeply at his answer and snuggled closer to him.
Thump, thump—I could feel his heart beating.

So Hyun and I went back up to the surface.

Whether it was because we'd left the area with strong Mental Interference or because the smell of disinfectant was gone, my head felt a little clearer.

"How are you feeling?"

"Like I might survive..."

"That's good."

Hyun said that while holding me tight and walking slowly around the area.
After managing my confused emotions somewhat, I tapped his arm.

"Let's go now. We shouldn't waste more time."

"Are you sure you're okay?"

I smiled at his repeated concern and nodded.
Hyun looked at my face for a moment, nodded, and then we went back underground to the next examination room, arriving at the radiology department.

This examination was also quick.
All I had to do was stand in front of a machine to get my chest X-rayed.

"Take a deep breath."

"Hnnnn..."

Following the doctor's instructions, I took a deep breath, and the machine made a whirring sound.
At that moment, I felt something unpleasant, like something was lodged in the middle of my chest.

Like a fish bone stuck in my throat...
No, it felt like something even bigger was caught there.

I flinched at the sudden sensation.
With a click, the feeling intensified dramatically.

"Kuhk...!?"

A spark flew out of my mouth with a tick sound.

The spark fell to the stone floor and immediately went out, but I knew this situation wasn't normal.

"Just a moment, the image came out strange. I need to take another one."

"Wait, I'm—!"

As I tried to speak, inhaling and exhaling, another spark flew out.
No way? At this timing?

I tried covering my mouth with both hands, but there was no way to stop what had already started.

"Pfft..."

"Oh, oh!! Guardian! I mean, Choi Hyun!!"

"What's happening...!?"

The X-ray had awakened my dormant Ignition Organ, and after being asleep for so long, it seemed to sense that its time had come, spewing fire vigorously to burn away the old shed skin remaining in the organ.

It's common sense that burning something produces smoke, and soon my mouth was filled with it.
I tried to hold it in by biting my lips, but as if to prove that body cavities are connected, smoke just poured out through my nose instead.

Seeing me like this, Hyun immediately picked me up and ran out of the examination room, shouting:

"Hold on just a little longer!! I'm taking you outside right now!!"

"Mmph...! Kmmph...!!"

But how easy is it to hold your breath, especially when being carried at someone's side, bouncing up and down?
Unable to hold it any longer, I opened my mouth, and all the acrid smoke I'd been holding back billowed out.

I tried my best to aim downward with a "whoosh," but smoke doesn't just sink to the ground.
Despite my efforts, it briefly went down before rising again to fill the ceiling.

Of course, there were fire detection sensors in the stairwell, and the sensors that detected the smoke set off the alarm.

RIIIIIIIIING———!!!

Then with a SPLASH! water poured down from above.
It felt terrible, but it instantly cooled my overheated head, allowing me to think somewhat rationally again.

"..."

...Well, at least we've definitely bought some time.
Cancel that. I think I've already lost my mind.

Ch.159 - Inexplicable Unease
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

The sprinkler incident in the stairwell reminded me of the hospital sprinkler incident. Thanks to my abilities and Choi Hyun's considerable efforts, it ended as a simple mishap.

Fortunately, the fire safety system in the Association was designed to activate sprinklers only in areas where smoke was detected, rather than throughout the entire building. That's what made it manageable.

If it had been the type that set off water bombs throughout the entire building...
It's already giving me a headache just thinking about dealing with the Mental Interference device that must be somewhere underground right now. That would have been a double disaster.

Hmm. Just imagining it makes me dizzy.
I blinked vacantly while crouched in the corner, watching Hyun resolve the situation over the phone.

I feel wronged. It really wasn't my fault.
I just molted my Ignition Organ a bit late...

*I have plenty to say about this too...*

Honestly, who would have thought radiation would stimulate the Ignition Organ?

It's like thinking you're adding table salt to water, but what's actually inside isn't salt but sodium element number 11, and then your bean sprout soup explodes while cooking.

Who lives their life anticipating every little thing like that?
Anyone who does would literally die young from stress.

"..."

As I hugged my knees with my lips protruding, I heard Hyun's footsteps approaching after he finished his call.
I lowered my head further, resting my forehead on my knees.

It wasn't simply because I was in a bad mood. Being a poikilotherm now, I was cold after getting wet, which is why I was sitting like this.
It definitely wasn't because I was feeling down about making a stupid mistake.

"What happened while I was away?"

I flinched at the Light Dragon's voice, which sounded clearer than before. I looked around, but the impossible didn't happen.

That was to be expected.
The Light Dragon didn't have a physical body to begin with.

"It seems you were heavily affected by Mental Interference while I was briefly away."

"Huh...!"

"Why are you looking around like that?"

It wasn't my imagination—it really sounded like he was sitting right next to me and speaking...?
My ears are already sensitive, so even a whisper makes me shudder.

The fortunate thing was that I couldn't feel his breath on my ear... but that made it feel more like ASMR, which was even stranger.
I rubbed my ear with my palm as it itched from the completely different quality of his voice.

"Hmm... I see what happened based on your reaction."

His tone suggested he had no idea what had happened.
You don't know? You were right there watching... well, not person, but dragon?

I frowned while listening, my ears twitching.

*Weren't you trying to find where the Mental Interference was coming from? If so, you should have seen everything I did, so why don't you know?*

"That's why I stepped away. Not without reason, but because it's much faster to check things directly."

*That works? How?*

"Mental Interference means they can connect with our minds, and conversely, it means I can cross over to their side through that connection."

In simple terms, he traced it back.
I didn't know Mental Interference worked that way...

Well, I guess that's why the interference was targeting me specifically.

*Wait, does that mean you found out where the Mental Interference is coming from?*

"Yes, the Synchronization Rate suddenly increased significantly, allowing me to track it. However, the period was too brief to pinpoint the exact location."

*But knowing even that much is important. Couldn't we track them down now and at least get a lead?*

"Perhaps... but who would believe you besides Choi Hyun and Seo Ha-Young? Could the three of you thoroughly search an entire city? And in this chaotic situation with a terrorist attack, they can't divert manpower elsewhere based solely on your unconfirmed information."

*That's...*

His words were so accurate I had nothing to say.

"Don't be too hasty. They've shown their tail, so if we wait a little longer, we can step on it. For now, it's better to think about how to deal with what's underground."

*You mean what's down there... weapons made from your body? Or something causing Mental Interference?*

"Both apply. The weapons made from my remains are being used as amplifiers for Mental Interference, and the medium spreading the interference is also down there. I expected one, but not both."

The Light Dragon sighed deeply after saying that, and the sound made my ears itch so much that I shuddered.

"Ugh...!"

"What's wrong?"

Hyun, who had just ended his call, turned to me and asked. I shook my head, indicating it was nothing.
Seeing my reaction, Hyun gave me a puzzled look before answering another incoming call.

*I understand that, but why am I suddenly like this...? There must be a reason.*

"As I mentioned earlier, it's because your Synchronization Rate has increased. That's probably why my voice sounds clearer than before."

*What does it mean that the Synchronization Rate increased? What happens?*

"Nothing much. You just become a little closer to being a dragon."

*Closer to a dragon? What does that mean? Are you saying I'll eventually become a dragon?*

A four-legged lizard flying through the sky and breathing fire...
My fondness for dragons because of their strength is a thing of the past.

It's already uncomfortable with just my hands, wings, and horns changing, but to actually become a dragon?
Being too large to enter buildings, unable to move freely, and attracting attention with every movement...

No thanks.
It's already difficult enough—what dragon?

"For a half-dragon to transform into a true dragon, this level is far from enough. At your level, the only change is that my voice sounds a bit clearer, so don't worry."

Twitch, twitch.
The inside of my ears felt ticklish, so I rubbed them against my shoulder as I replied.

*I get that, but can you somehow reduce this voice? My ears are so itchy it's driving me crazy...*

"This is my first experience with this too, so it might take some time. Wait a moment."

As I waited briefly after his words, it wasn't the Light Dragon but Hyun, who had finished his call, who spoke to me.

"Hey, Yu Sia."

"Hyeek!?"

The low-frequency voice near my ear, combined with my ears being extra sensitive from the Light Dragon's ASMR, made me involuntarily make a strange sound.

Hyun, clearly not expecting such a reaction from me, stared at me with wide eyes.
This really isn't my fault. I didn't expect my ears to become this sensitive.

"Are you okay?"

"...I'm fine. My ears are just a bit sensitive, that's all."

I was about to say I wasn't okay, but stopped myself.
If I said I wasn't okay, Hyun would worry.

But saying I was fine wasn't the right answer either, as Hyun approached and examined my ears.

"Did the emergency alarm damage your ears...?"

"It's not that kind of sensitivity, it's just... more sensitive, I guess. I can't explain it well, but that's what it is."

He gently pulled my earlobe to look inside my ear and touched my auricle, which felt strange, so I tried to pull away.
Seeing my reaction, Hyun quickly withdrew his hand.

"Does it hurt? If it hurts, tell me, don't hold back."

"It doesn't hurt, it's just sensitive like I said... So please let go now. It feels weird."

"If it starts hurting at all, don't hold back, okay? If you ignore it and it gets worse, you'll be the one suffering."

"I got it."

After I nodded in response, Hyun finally removed his hand from my ear.
I vigorously rubbed my ear with my palm to get rid of the strange sensation that lingered, then stood up.

"Anyway... the Light Dragon said there's a Mental Interference device down below. He said his weapons are being used to amplify Mental Interference."

"Then we need to go back underground. I should also inform Noona."

"But first, we need to do something about our clothes... I don't think we should go down like this..."

We need to buy clothes somewhere and change, because if we go like this, both Hyun and I will attract attention.

Drying our clothes is an option, but the only methods I can think of right now are using my newly molted Ignition Organ to breathe fire on them or going to a nearby coin laundry.

No, breathing fire would set off the sprinklers again. So we're back to square one.
As a firefighter, I probably don't need to wash up, just change into dry clothes...

"Oh, you have more clothes, right? You said you bought several outfits that would suit me."

Hyun definitely said earlier that he bought some clothes that would suit me.
Since he said so himself, he must have more than just this one outfit.

We could just go up by elevator, or if that doesn't work, take the emergency stairs all the way up to Hyun's personal room.

Couldn't we just go up and change clothes?
I looked at Hyun with that thought, but instead of nodding in agreement, he avoided my eyes with a reluctant expression.

"What's wrong? Is there a problem? Did you buy something weird?"

"...No, that's not it."

"Then it's fine. This is urgent, so as long as it's not something strange."

Despite my words, Hyun still wore that reluctant expression.
...Every time this guy makes that face, something weird happens.

But I should trust him...

"I won't complain since it can't be helped."

Only after I said that did Hyun think for a moment before nodding.

"Right, it can't be helped. Let's go."

I gave him a suspicious look at his tone that suggested resignation, but there was nothing I could do in this situation.

In the end, I followed Hyun to his personal room, pushing aside the inexplicable uneasiness.

Ch.160 - Things To Do
There's an old saying that "the mouth is a gate that invites trouble."

My Chinese character teacher mentioned it back in my first year of high school—something about "gushihwa"... and "seolsi"... well, anyway.

The point is, if you talk carelessly without knowing what you're doing, you'll end up taking the blame, so watch what you say. And there's another saying that old proverbs are never wrong. Right now, I'm feeling that truth deep in my bones.

Just a moment ago, I told Choi Hyun that as long as it wasn't something weird, I'd be fine with whatever clothes he got me. Given the situation, I said I wouldn't complain since there wasn't much choice.

"Hey. Did you seriously think this would suit me when you bought it? For real?"

"You said you wouldn't complain."

Since I was the one who said that first, I can't really argue when he throws it back at me... but no matter how I look at it, this is just wrong. So I decided to be a two-faced jerk and take back my words.

"I'm taking that back. This is too much, even for me."

Well, I've already turned into a woman, so what's the point of trying to be manly anymore? I'm just saying what I feel.

I sighed deeply and objectively examined my reflection in the mirror.

A blonde, golden-eyed child who looked about 10 or 11 years old stood there wearing a dress. That's me.

And not just any dress—a thick, snow-white one with a huge smiling rabbit character plastered right in the middle of the chest.

It wasn't that I disliked dresses in general. I'd even worn one to court before.

But what I hated about this one was that anyone could tell it was children's clothing.

"Even in an emergency, this is too much... Children's clothes? Do I really have to wear this in my right mind?"

"I told you. I just bought something I thought would suit you."

I couldn't help but look at Choi Hyun with contempt. If it had been just a skirt or something, I wouldn't have said anything, but children's clothes?

"Did you really think this would suit me? This? Seriously?"

"I bought it thinking it would suit you before you molted. And well..."

I heard him mutter something like "it's not that different now either" and felt a surge of anger.

Fine, like someone said, nothing much has changed except for my height and chest getting a bit bigger. And even those changes aren't that significant compared to before molting.

But did he have to say it out loud and rub salt in the wound?

"What did you say, punk?"

"I said it suits you well."

"As if!"

I kicked his leg in frustration. I may have accepted becoming a woman, but I hadn't fallen so low that I'd willingly wear children's clothes in my right mind.

"Ouch... that really hurts..."

"I kicked you to make it hurt, not to make you feel better."

I replied with a pout, and Choi Hyun defended himself with an aggrieved expression.

"When I ordered this, I was just planning to joke around and have you try it on later. I didn't think you'd actually need to wear it! If I'd seriously meant for you to wear this, I would've made you put it on ages ago!"

"Well..."

I mumbled at his words, then sighed deeply and hung my head.

God, this is driving me crazy... But what can I do? This disaster is one I brought upon myself. I just have to accept it.

In the end, I had no choice but to wear the children's clothes Choi Hyun had prepared. We left his private room and headed back to the elevator.

"So... what are we going to do now? We should tell your sister first, right?"

Choi Hyun, who had been groaning and scratching his head, replied:

"I guess so."

His answer seemed so half-hearted that I stepped forward to look at his face. He seemed to be deep in thought about something.

"What's wrong? Is there a problem?"

"Huh? No. I just have something on my mind."

It was obvious he was trying to brush it off, so I just stared at him silently for a while. My gaze must have made him uncomfortable because after glancing at me a few times, he let out a deep sigh.

"It's really nothing important, so stop staring. You'll burn a hole in my face."

"For something unimportant, you've been thinking about it for a while. Just be honest. I'm not a stranger. Don't tell me it's classified information you can't share?"

I joked lightly to make him feel more comfortable. Choi Hyun looked at me with a slightly surprised expression and scratched his head.

"It's not that... Well, fine. It's your business too, so I should tell you."

"Yeah, go ahead."

"...I'm thinking about just going for it."

Though he cut out a lot of context, I wasn't so clueless that I didn't understand what he meant. In our current situation, "going for it" meant storming the Association's underground.

I thought, no way, but looking at his expression, he seemed serious.

I couldn't respond because I couldn't believe those words had come from his mouth.

"Huh?"

I mean, sure, as an S-Class Hero, he could go down to the underground. Whether he told his sister or not, we'd eventually have to go down there.

If he meant "let's not tell my sister and just go straight down to check things out," I could understand that. But "going for it"? What exactly was he planning to do?

I was so stunned that I just blinked blankly before responding a beat late. That's how absurd his suggestion was.

"I'm asking just to make sure, but you're not saying that just the two of us should storm the Association's underground, right?"

Storming the Association's underground was essentially the same as fighting against the Association itself. Whether there was a mental interference device down there or not, someone would have to be held responsible.

"Are you serious?"

"Of course I'm serious. Would I joke about something like this?"

"No matter how you look at it, just barging in there is only going to hurt you! What if there's no device down there?"

"You said the Berserk Dragon was there. Sure, blindly believing that would be foolish, but considering your reaction in the blood collection room, it's clear there's something down there."

"Fine, let's say there is a device down there. But turning the Association into your enemy with just that is stupid!"

"I've heard other things from my sister too. Considering all that... we need to move now."

"What do you mean 'we need to'? You'll be the only one screwed over! Even if you're right, there's no need to create unnecessary trouble! Why are you trying to shoulder everything alone?"

"I have to do it. Because I'm a Hero."

Though he sighed reluctantly as he spoke, that made it all the more believable. The way he was so hesitant yet determined suggested this wasn't just something he "had to do" but something he "couldn't help but do."

His words were so outrageous that I was momentarily speechless, opening and closing my mouth before letting out a hollow laugh. If things went wrong, Choi Hyun could take all the blame. That's how serious this was, and he was casually planning to do it.

"...Let's contact your sister first. Let's tell her the situation and then come up with a plan. That would be better, right?"

"We already know what the problem is, and we have a clear solution."

"If things go wrong, you'll be the only one taking the blame! You know that better than I do!!"

"I know."

"If you know, then why are you doing this?!"

I understand it's strange for me, the one receiving help, to try to dissuade the person offering assistance. But I'm not selfish enough to calmly watch someone jump into a fire pit for my sake.

So I burst out in anger, but Choi Hyun just smiled and patted my head.

"Because it's your business."

In that moment, I felt like my heart dropped. Had Choi Hyun become this broken without me noticing?

No, that's not it. Though part of it was for my sake, there was something else—another reason.

It wasn't a lie, just not the whole truth.

"You know you're terrible at lying. There's more to it, isn't there?"

The elevator arrived with a ding, and Choi Hyun silently stepped in. I followed, and after the doors closed, he murmured quietly:

"...Was it that obvious?"

"I've known you for years. How could I not notice?"

When I threw his own words back at him, Choi Hyun chuckled and then remained silent for a while. Knowing that pressuring him wouldn't get an answer, I waited quietly until he sighed deeply and spoke:

"A long time ago... before I saved you, I made a promise with my master."

"Master? You had a master?"

Choi Hyun, who had been staring into the distance, nodded at my question.

"I did. Anyway, that's what I've been thinking about. Whether I should really do this, if this is the best option..."

"What kind of promise was it?"

"This is the first time I'm telling anyone about this, so it's a bit embarrassing..."

Choi Hyun trailed off, scratching his cheek. The tips of his ears were red, showing he was genuinely embarrassed.

I was curious what kind of promise could make him so shy, and then he spoke again:

"Always be on the side of justice. That's the promise I made with my master. It seemed so cool back then, but thinking about it now, it's kind of embarrassing."

Choi Hyun scratched his head awkwardly with an embarrassed smile and continued:

"Anyway, that's what I've been thinking about. The Hero Association and Yu Sia. Which one represents justice."

"And your conclusion is to turn against the Association?"

"I'm not turning against the Association itself. I'm just cutting out the rotten parts, even at this late stage. Of course, there will be strong resistance and serious aftermath. But it has to be done."

Because that's what a Hero... no, what someone who belongs to an organization should do.

At Choi Hyun's resolute words, I couldn't say anything in response.

Ch.161 - What's So Great About Having Friends?
Reality is more dramatic than dramas.

That trashy drama I watched at the hospital had a storyline where a son raised as an illegitimate child turned out to be the biological son, while the supposed biological son was actually illegitimate...

I was pretty shocked then, but that shock was nothing compared to what I'm feeling now. And for good reason—I'm about to execute this absurd plan to fight against the Hero Association.

"Are we really doing this...?"

"Yeah, we are. That's the fifth time you've asked. Do you really have that little faith in me?"

"It's not about faith, it's that the plan itself makes no sense, you idiot...!"

First, we go underground. As long as nothing unusual happens, we shouldn't arouse suspicion, so we go as deep as possible. Then we find the area with the strongest mental interference and break through.

The end.

At first, I thought Hyun was just joking. But he's actually trying to execute this plan, which is why I urgently pulled him to a place where no one would overhear us.

"You call this a plan and expect me to trust it...!"

Unable to raise my voice, I gritted my teeth and growled. Hyun scratched his head.

"We don't have any better options."

"That may be true, but... damn it..."

I wanted to mess up my hair in frustration, but I couldn't touch it because of my claws, so I gently bumped my forehead against the wall instead. I did it lightly to avoid pain, but that only made me feel more frustrated rather than relieved.

After sighing repeatedly and thinking hard, an idea suddenly struck me. Why are we trying to charge in head-on? We're not idiots—there's no need for that.

"Why don't we just sneak in by deceiving them?"

"Deceive them how?"

"You're an S-Class Hero. Can't you say you're there to check on weapons made from Light Dragon remains, or make up some other excuse to sneak in?"

"No."

I blinked in surprise at Hyun's immediate rejection of the solution I'd carefully thought out. I didn't expect him to dismiss it without even considering it.

"Why not? It's not like there's some code of honor that says you can only fight fairly and head-on, right?"

"That's not it. I mean, that's part of it, but... it's not as easy to sneak in as you make it sound. This isn't the Middle Ages—they won't fall for such flimsy lies."

"But security is still handled by people. And you're an S-Class Hero. Isn't it worth trying?"

"If their defenses were weak enough to be breached with such lies, Harmageddon would have broken in long ago."

"They did break in—that's why there are spies."

"Well, yes, they 'broke in' that way, but not physically. I'm talking about physically breaking in, which is what we need to do. And even if your plan worked, I could get in but you couldn't. So we'd be back to square one."

That's a fair point.
I closed my mouth briefly to think, then spoke again.

"Just how tight is their security?"

"First, those weapons made from Light Dragon remains are stored in a vault completely covered in Behemoth carapace from ceiling to floor, and the vault itself is made of Adamantium, making it incredibly strong."

"Adamantium? Like from the movies?"

"Not exactly like in the movies, of course. It just got that name because it's a material that withstands extreme heat and impact."

"I'm guessing that Adamantium also came from a Gate."

"That's right. But the real problem is getting into the vault in the first place. The door won't even open unless at least three S-Class Heroes who have passed psychological evaluations are present. That's why deception won't work—it's simply impossible."

"The requirement for three S-Class Heroes must be because of the mental interference issue."

"We didn't call it that back then, but yes, that's why it won't work."

Wait... three?
One, two, three...

It's sad when you can count your friends on one hand, but it's a different story when those friends are S-Class Heroes. If we use this well, we might not need to fight head-on.

"Hey, we know S-Class Heroes."

"People you know? Noona and me... who else?"

"What does it matter if you don't know them? I'm talking about Ryu Hwa. You, Ha-Young Noona, and Ryu Hwa. That's three, right?"

I confidently smiled and held up three fingers, but Hyun frowned and folded one of my fingers down.

"Good idea, but that won't work either."

"Why not?!"

"To prevent exactly that kind of exploitation, the S-Class Heroes who go together are randomly selected. And even if you're selected, you can't just go—you need to submit a reason for entering the vault to the selected S-Class Heroes and get unanimous approval."

"Ah... this is more complicated than I thought..."

"And that person is an A-Class Hero, not S-Class."

"Huh? Weren't they an S-Class Hero?"

I was pretty sure they were S-Class...
Why not?

As I wracked my brain, Hyun chuckled.

"They have S-Class skills, but remained an A-Class Hero due to personality issues. You probably only remembered the first part and got confused."

"Ah, I see."

That's disappointing. Damn...
I let out a deep sigh.

"Okay, so that's the vault. But there's also a place only the Association President can enter, right? That's the main target—what's that like?"

"It's probably entirely covered in Adamantium. Or maybe a combination of Behemoth carapace and Adamantium. Or something else entirely. I don't know enough to give you a definite answer."

"How do you know about the vault but not this? I thought you knew everything."

"Because the Association President personally handles everything from design to management of that place. But there are limits to construction, so it's probably either Behemoth carapace, Adamantium, or both."

"So basically they've plastered everything with materials from the Gates."

"Of course. Before it was the Hero Association, it was the Hunter Association. They hoarded everything that came out of the Gates."

"When you say hoarded..."

"Think beyond what you can imagine."

Come to think of it, even the basement of Seongmo Hospital, which was an affiliate of the Association, had a place covered from ceiling to floor with Behemoth carapace. If an affiliated hospital was protected to that extent, the Association itself must be even more fortified.

"So that's why you need me."

Hyun doesn't usually take me along unless it's absolutely necessary. Just think about the courthouse incident.

Even when he took a direct hit from No. 445's fire and was in a state where he could have died at any moment, he told me to run away because I'd be fine. Yet now, this same Hyun is planning and moving together with me.

Why?
Because with these claws, I could pierce Behemoth carapace, and with my fire breath, I could melt Adamantium.

I looked down at my hands.
They were hands and claws that anyone would call monstrous.

These powers that had been nothing but inconvenient and troublesome until now were finally needed. And it was Hyun, of all people, telling me he needed them.

"...I'm sorry. I'd do this alone if I could, but I need your help."

Hyun sighed deeply and leaned against the wall.
His gloomy expression suggested that even he knew there was no other way.

Yet he was still willing to do this crazy thing.
For me, for his promise, for his beliefs.

...It would be stupid to keep hesitating when he's going this far.
With a slight smile, I stood facing Hyun.

"Alright. Let's do it."

Since becoming the Light Dragon, had I ever taken the initiative?
Probably not. As someone living inside me once said, I was always too scared and kept backing away.

And I always promised myself I would act but ended up running away instead.
Hyun seemed to know this too, as he looked surprised when I volunteered.

"Why are you looking at me like that? Surprised that I'm taking the initiative?"

"Of course I'm surprised. You've never volunteered to do anything first. Especially not something like this."

"Well... this is also the first time you've asked me for something like this. Especially something this serious. If you're asking me like this, I feel I should help."

When I threw his own words back at him, Hyun, still leaning against the wall, smiled bitterly and scratched his head.
Just as I had steeled my resolve, Hyun seemed to do the same as he straightened up from the wall.

"So it's decided? No backing out now?"

"I just want to change clothes first. Can't we do that before we go? Children's clothes are a bit much."

"They suit you just fine."

"After everything we've done, you still want to dress me in children's clothes? You pervert."

"Wait, how did that come up...?"

When I was lost about where to go, I couldn't even make jokes like this, but now that I have direction, I feel more at ease and can make small jokes.

"I'm kidding. Let's go."

"You should stop joking... One wrong word from you and we're doomed..."

"Fighting the Association is already doom—how much further can we fall?"

I chuckled and lightly tapped Hyun's stomach with the back of my hand. He smiled bitterly and stood beside me.

"Thank you."

"What are friends for?"

Shall we go then?
And so, Hyun and I headed for the Association's underground.

Ch.162 - The River Of No Return
The plan was simple.
First, go as far as possible, and once caught, start a show of force.

"Isn't that the same as before?" That's right. It is.
There wasn't a better solution anyway, and I figured a simple approach would be best for what we were trying to stop.

"Your sister's going to kill us later, isn't she?"

"Getting killed isn't the problem. Just thinking about how furious she'll be... ugh."

Seeing him shudder, I could tell he was genuinely scared.
Well, there's nothing scarier than seeing someone who rarely gets angry finally lose their temper.

Of course, considering the other consequences, it's natural to be afraid.
If we mess this up, we could really end up in the gutter.

"Having regrets?"

Hyun looked at me and smirked before answering.

"No way. If I thought I'd regret it, I wouldn't have started in the first place. You know how I am."

It was a surprisingly carefree laugh for someone who had just been looking grim and talking about how scared he was.
I knew he'd answer like that. I shrugged my shoulders at the thought.

"I know. I just asked because you seemed pretty nervous. If not, then never mind."

After saying that, I stepped into the elevator that had arrived and checked the buttons.
The lowest basement level available was B3, the third basement floor.

"How are we going to get down from here? Should we break through the elevator floor?"

"Starting trouble now would be pointless. There's a way, just wait a bit."

Hyun took out what looked like a card from his inner pocket and held it against the elevator buttons.
Looking closely, it was slightly different from the card Ha-Young had used to access the Director's office last time.

I heard a beep, but nothing seemed to change.
Actually, nothing had changed at all.

"What's that? Isn't it the same as the card from before?"

"That one was for going up, this one's for going down. See how floors 1 through 11 are lit up, but the others aren't?"

"Underground floor 11? Not as deep as I thought."

"Shut up. Once you actually go down there, you definitely won't think that."

Hyun said that and pressed the button for floor 11 without hesitation.

"Weren't we going to the vault first? Or is the vault on floor 11?"

"No, the vault is on floor 9. Floor 11 should have a room that only the Association President can enter."

"Why aren't you sure? Either it is or it isn't."

Listening to him, I couldn't help but give him a blank stare since his tone didn't inspire any confidence.
Seeing my expression, Hyun scratched his head with a sour look.

"I've never been there myself. But I have my reasons."

"Like what?"

"First, when it was the Hunter Association, there were only 10 underground floors. Second, I've been to all the other floors at least once. Third, floor 11 is the only facility underground with no stated purpose or name. Isn't that suspicious enough?"

"I guess so."

The situation was already difficult enough without adding more complications, so I quietly nodded and looked up at the descending numbers in the elevator.

B1, B2, B3... As we went deeper underground, the numbers eventually changed to letters: C, D, E, and so on.

"It's taking longer than I expected to go down. What if we can't get back out?"

"It'll be fine."

"What's fine about it? Forget how deep we're going—if the Heroes take control of this elevator, we're screwed."

"There are plenty of ways out besides this elevator."

I let out a hollow laugh at Hyun's nonchalant response.
What was this, an ant colony? Multiple exit routes?

"This gets more ridiculous the more I hear. What is this, a bunker?"

As I forced a laugh, Hyun blinked and replied.

"It is a bunker. Seoul citizens stayed here when the Gates were still open. That's why there are many ways to come and go besides this elevator."

"I'm learning so many new things today. But isn't all this confidential?"

"We're about to fight the Association—what good is confidentiality now?"

"True enough."

We were chuckling and joking around, but by the time we passed the 7th underground floor—floor F—both Hyun and I had fallen silent.

It was only natural. The deeper we went, the more it felt like we were approaching a point of no return.
As we grew quiet, I naturally began to reassess our situation.

"Hey. Don't you think this is too easy?"

"What is?"

"If it's a place only the Association President can access, shouldn't they have made a special card or elevator just for him?"

"I do think it's oddly conspicuous. It's like they're asking to be suspected."

Could it be a trap?
As that thought crossed my mind, my mouth went dry, and I found myself licking my lips.

Especially since I was heading toward the source of the mental interference, I was so tense that I felt short of breath just standing still.

If Hyun weren't beside me right now, I'd probably be curled up in some corner.

My cracked lips stung as saliva seeped into them.

"But since we're certain the Berserk Dragon is here, it must be underground. Let's trust that."

I nodded at Hyun's words and quietly caught my breath in the corner.
I wish I could get a definite answer from the Berserk Dragon... Where is he? He said he'd be right back.

As I was thinking this, I felt a tingling sensation and heard the Berserk Dragon's voice.

[What the hell are you doing while I was gone? Why is the interference so much stronger... No, what are these lunatics doing?]

He must have adjusted the synchronization rate because it wasn't as clear as before, but my ears still felt a bit itchy.
I pressed my palms against my ears and replied.

'You can see what we're doing. We're going to destroy the mental interference device. It is here, right?'

[Yes, it is, but... Sigh... Why are all your plans so extreme? What do you think you'll accomplish by barging in like this?]

'We need to find where the mental interference is strongest and destroy it. What other option is there?'

[You say such insane things so calmly. Maybe you should be called the Berserk Dragon. Turn back now. It's not too late yet.]

Why is he suddenly so negative?
He's always been somewhat like this, but I don't remember him being this bad before.

...No, this isn't negativity—he's trying to dissuade me.

'What exactly is in there that's making you act like this?'

[That's...]

Just as the Berserk Dragon was about to speak, I blinked and felt pressure on my temples, followed by a slowly building headache.

"Hssss..."

"What's wrong? Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. Just a bit dizzy..."

At first, I thought it might be oxygen deprivation from going so deep, but that wasn't it.
It felt like someone was squeezing my head in a vise.

The headache grew worse as the elevator descended further.
By the time we reached the 9th floor, the pain peaked, and I couldn't help but fall to my knees.

"Argh...!"

"Hey, hey, what's wrong! Are you okay?!"

The pain was so intense that I reflexively squeezed my eyes shut and pressed both hands against my temples, but it wouldn't subside.
However, after a moment, the splitting headache began to fade.

"Ugh... What the hell is this...?"

"We just passed the 9th floor. Could it be because of that...?"

"The 9th floor is... the vault, right? So that was because of the mental interference?"

If that's the case, what would happen when we get near the mental interference device on the 11th floor?
Despite my determination, I suddenly felt afraid.

Should I suggest turning back now?
No, how could I at this point? If I bail now, Hyun might take all the blame.

Let's just endure a little longer. Just a little. We just need to destroy it quickly and get out.
The elevator had almost reached the 11th underground floor anyway.

—You have reached the lowest floor.

With the dry announcement, I slowly got to my feet.

"How's your headache?"

"It's still throbbing a bit, but it's better than on the 9th floor... They said the weapon made from the Berserk Dragon was a mental interference amplifier, right? That's probably why the headache was so bad."

I said this while rubbing my face, though I wasn't sure if it was true.
I just wanted to believe it was.

"...Let's go. I'm fine."

Hyun nodded with a determined face and checked outside the elevator. Beyond was a stark white straight corridor.
It was designed so anyone coming out of the elevator would be immediately noticed.

At the end of the corridor, in front of a tightly closed door, stood a guard dressed in black from head to toe.
Naturally, he had already noticed our arrival.

"Halt! Who are you?!"

"S-Class Hero Choi Hyun!"

"This is a restricted area! Unless you have special business, please turn back!"

At the guard's shout, Hyun turned to me and asked with his eyes.
The answer was obvious. With a nod, both Hyun and I rushed toward the guard.

"Wh-what?! Emer—gack!"

Moving much faster than me, Hyun reached the guard before he could call for help, knocked him unconscious, and propped him against the wall.

"We've crossed the river of no return."

"I know. Let's go."

I nodded and stood with Hyun in front of the tightly closed door.
The truth lies beyond this door.

Ch.163 - Spectacular Entry
"Yeah, I've confirmed it. Put any documents that need approval on my desk, and organize the rest as you see fit. Thanks."

After hanging up, Ha-Young tossed her phone onto the desk and let out a deep sigh.

"Haah..."

When was the last time she had this much work piled up? Probably not since before the Gate closed, when she was working as an Operations Staff Officer.

The difference was that back then, it had been a turbulent time when death could come at any moment. Now, despite the terrorist organization Harmageddon, it was at least peaceful enough to sleep with both legs stretched out comfortably.

Perhaps that's why it felt more exhausting now—the thought of why she was going through the same hardships again after all this time.

"I wonder if Sia and Hyun are doing okay...?"

It had been nearly three hours since Sia joined up with Hyun. They should have contacted her by now, but strangely, there had been no word.

Of course, given the sensitive nature of the situation, it wasn't particularly strange that they were taking their time to be thorough.

But one thing worried Ha-Young: neither of them was particularly known for being "thorough."

Yu Sia had a righteous heart, but she carried an excessive sense of responsibility that bordered on self-blame, and she had surprisingly fragile aspects. The mental interference likely played a role, but it seemed to be her natural personality.

Choi Hyun had proven himself as an S-Class Hero, but he became unusually proactive when it came to matters involving Yu Sia. No, more than proactive—he was like a bulldozer, with tunnel vision.

With those two together, it would be a lie to say she wasn't worried. Gunpowder meeting a fuse—how could she not be concerned? It was obvious they would explode at the slightest spark.

*I hope they don't cause trouble...*

No, they wouldn't cause trouble.
Ha-Young tried to convince herself as she quickly processed the mountain of paperwork in front of her.

Having done this job for nearly ten years, a slight emotional disturbance wouldn't affect her work.
Yes, just a slight emotional disturbance.

Ring-ring-ring—

"Huh?"

She'd already communicated all the important information, so who could it be?
She put down her pen and checked her phone.

[Park Kyung-Soo, Security Chief]

*Why would the Security Chief contact me directly?*

The Chief normally didn't contact the Director directly.
Having his contact information was just due to her almost obsessive information organization, not because of any personal relationship.

Blinking in confusion, Ha-Young suddenly felt a chill run down her spine.

*No way. It can't be.*

Pushing the worst-case scenario to the back of her mind, she pressed the call button.

[This is the Security Chief! We have intruders in the restricted access area! Currently two intruders—S-Class Hero Choi Hyun and special management subject Yu Sia—...!]

She had thought it wouldn't be the case, but her thoughts were completely off the mark.
After a moment of blankly holding the phone, Ha-Young finally gathered herself and responded.

"...Understood. I'll provide support immediately."

After hanging up, Ha-Young sighed and rubbed her face.
It wasn't unexpected, but she had hoped it wouldn't happen. She had thought "surely not," but they really did it.

Should she have handled it alone without saying anything? The thought crossed her mind, but she knew it was too late for regrets now, so she sighed deeply and stood up.

*No... a crisis is also an opportunity. I can use this to expose the secrets the Association President has been hiding.*

Of course, there would be tremendous bloodshed—their influence and image would be shattered.
They would be half-crippled and struggling, but that might be for the best.

*This was a festering wound that needed to be lanced eventually. It's too late, but... better now than never.*

Ha-Young bit her lip hard and activated the alarm system.

* * *

While Hyun was propping the unconscious security guard against the wall, I stood in front of the tightly closed door, examining it carefully.

Of course, examining it didn't tell me much.
All I could tell was that it was extremely large and incredibly solid.

Actually, there was one more thing.

This steel door had no keyhole, no keypad for entering a password, no place to swipe a card, and no device for iris or fingerprint recognition.

"Hey, Hyun. Is there anything in the guard's pockets? Like a key card or something?"

"I already checked while moving him. Nothing except a radio."

Hyun said that as he attached the radio to his waist and stood beside me.

"Besides, just look at that door. It's obvious. It's centrally controlled. They use this radio to report the situation, who's here, what business they have, go through various procedures, and then someone opens it."

"So it's like the air conditioner back in our school days?"

"Well, that's not wrong. The point is we can't do anything from this side."

"Then our only option is to break through by force."

I thought we might have an easier way, but it came to this after all.
Knock, knock—I lightly tapped the door, but it didn't resonate; it felt like hitting an extremely thick wall.

*Is this even possible...?*

I couldn't be certain, but we had to try.
After a short exhale, I dusted off my hands and swung my claws at the door.

Screeeech!!

I thought it would be enough, but apart from some scratch marks, nothing changed.
Just to be sure, instead of swinging my claws, I concentrated on one spot and scratched persistently, but it only dug a bit deeper without any significant change.

Even the thickest steel plate shouldn't be this resistant...
Wait a minute.

"Hey, could this be Adamantium?"

At my words, Hyun came over, touched the door, and knocked on it with his fist.
Bang...!! The door shook violently, leaving a slight fist mark, but less noticeable than the scratches I'd made with my claws.

"Tsk... Judging by how it absorbs impact, I think you're right... I was suspicious, but it's really Adamantium."

"They said they went overboard beyond imagination, but this is truly unimaginable. If they started with this, how much more overboard did they go inside...?"

I let out a hollow laugh and kicked the door with all my strength.
There was a loud clang, and my footprint remained on the door, but it showed no signs of breaking.

Soon after, as if the central control room had noticed, the surroundings turned red and a loud alarm began to sound.

"Considering the thickness, we'd have to scratch at it for ages to break through, like in The Shawshank Redemption..."

"If we had time, I'd try something, but... we have no choice. Let's melt it. Can you breathe fire?"

"Yeah, I molted today. Step back. I'll try to melt it."

Nodding, I sent Hyun back to where the elevator was.
He should be safe from burns at that distance. As I turned back to face the door, I heard Hyun's voice from behind.

"Don't overdo it!"

Nodding at Hyun's shout echoing through the corridor, I took a deep breath and held it.

My ignition organ, freshly molted today, heated up rapidly with just that much stimulation. Soon I felt hot air leaking around my mouth and opened it.

Kuuuu...!

I started spewing flames, but the Adamantium door didn't even get hot, let alone show any soot.

They said ordinary heat wouldn't affect it... and they were right.

I spread my wings as wide as possible to prevent heat from escaping backward, took an even deeper breath, and exhaled again.
This time, I forced out the flames like I was squeezing them out. The bright red flames soon turned white, and shortly after, the flames leaking outward disappeared.

Feeling like my head would tilt backward, I bent my body forward as much as possible and strained my neck.
Soon the sound of spewing fire stopped, and a tearing sound filled the surroundings.

SHWAAAAK—!!

Like the flames No. 445 had shot in court, the colorless flames became a chilling blue flash of light that instantly melted the wall in front of me.

When I closed my mouth with a thud, the remaining heat in my mouth turned into white smoke that puffed out between my teeth.

Tsssss....

"Heuuu... Huuu..."

With each exhale, I felt heat around my face.
My whole body was hot from the heated ignition organ.

Oh, Hyun.
I quickly turned around to look at where Hyun was.

Fortunately, although Hyun was sweating, he didn't seem to have any burns.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I can manage."

"You can manage?"

Not "I'm fine" but "I can manage"?
Concerned by his worrying response, I approached Hyun, who flinched when he saw me.

"Did you get burned somewhere? Was it too hot!?"

"No, your clothes! Your clothes are all burned!"

"Oh."

At his words, I looked down to see my clothes had turned completely black.
It looked like they might crumble away at any moment. Actually, they already seemed to be barely holding together.

"Ah, shit..."

It made sense, of course.
There was no way mere fabric could withstand heat that even Adamantium couldn't.

"...Let's go."

"Will you be okay?"

"What are you going to do if I'm not okay, damn it... It's not like we can go back to change clothes now..."

At my words, Hyun silently gave me the top he was wearing.
We had to tear the sleeves because of my hands, making it look like a vest, but it was better than being naked.

"Let's finish this as quickly as possible."

Nodding at Hyun's words, I entered through the melted doorway.

Ch.164 - Disruption
If there's a door or wall blocking our way, I'll break it, tear it apart, or melt it.
If there are guards blocking our way, Hyun steps up and knocks them out.

After breaking through the first door, we advanced with unstoppable momentum.

One reason was that after the first door I melted, there weren't any more made of Adamantium. But the main reason was that once the alarm went off, it truly became a race against time.

If we get caught here, we're completely screwed.
It's amazing how desperation makes impossible things suddenly possible.

"How much deeper do we have to go with this?!"

"Stop complaining and run!! Next, the left wall!!"

At Hyun's words, I gritted my teeth and swung my claws at the left wall.
The concrete wall reinforced with steel bars was sliced through like tofu, revealing the space beyond.

A pitch-black space where the floor wasn't even visible, with eerie red lights scattered throughout.

"It's a cliff!!"

"Jump! We need to go down there"

We have to fall even further?
I thought that, but there was no time for complaints.

With the alarm blaring, heroes could burst in at any moment.
So I squeezed my eyes shut and leaped into the pitch-black darkness.

"Hnnngh...!"

I gritted my teeth against the sinking feeling in my chest and forced my eyes open.
This really doesn't get easier no matter how many times I do it...!

Whoosh, whoosh, I passed several red lamps, but besides the pipe-filled walls and red lamps, there was nothing else visible.

It feels like I've been falling for 10 seconds already, but I still can't see the bottom.
When I fell from the 20th floor of the courthouse, it didn't even take 10 seconds...!

"How deep is this place?!"

"I don't know either!!"

Our shouts echoed loudly in the empty space, making my ears ring.
Reflexively, I squeezed my eyes shut then opened them, and at that moment, I spotted the floor far below.

I startled for a moment.
The blurry floor suddenly rushed toward me, and I quickly spread my wings to drastically reduce my speed.

THUD!!

Even so, I couldn't completely slow down given my momentum, and I landed with a thunderous impact.
Speed equals weight, and landing without reducing speed meant the floor cracked and shattered all around me.

Crack... snap, crumble...

Thanks to my sturdy body, I wasn't hurt, but I couldn't do anything about the dust cloud that rose up.
And because of my cursed height, I had no choice but to inhale the billowing dust.

"Ugh! Ack, dust...! *cough*!"

As I flapped my wings to clear the dust, I heard thump, thump, and Hyun landed beside me.

"Hey! Are you okay!?"

"I'm fine except for being covered in dust. Ugh... How did you come down?"

"I reduced my speed by kicking off the walls on the way down. You have wings, why didn't you slow down earlier instead of crashing like that?"

He was indirectly asking if my wings were just for show.
I had no comeback, so I mumbled before answering.

"...At least I got down quickly."

As I dusted off my clothes and looked ahead, I saw a tightly sealed door.
The door was much larger than the Adamantium door from earlier.

No, it was beyond large—it was enormous.
Just eyeballing it, it seemed about 10... no, 15 times my height.

"This must be it?"

Looking at the door that practically screamed "I'm suspicious," Hyun nodded beside me.

"Must be."

Hyun said that and tapped his foot, making dull thudding sounds against the thick stone floor.

"Looks like there's nowhere deeper to go."

"Right, this is the end. So if this isn't what we're thinking..."

"If it's not?"

After silently staring at the iron door for a while, Hyun shook his head and grinned.

"Let's not think like that. It's bad luck."

"Funny hearing talk of bad luck from an atheist."

Hyun shrugged as if to say "what does it matter," but I saw it.
Though it was just for an instant, I caught the flash of anxiety on his face as he looked at the iron door.

But I didn't press the issue.
After all, I felt the same way.

"Why so nervous? Let's go."

So instead of feeding the anxiety, I decided to joke around to boost our courage.
To say I'm here with you, you're not alone.

Hyun looked at me in surprise, then nodded and stood in front of the door.
After knocking on the door, he turned to me.

"Is it Adamantium again?"

"No, just an alloy."

"Just an alloy again? For all your talk about how they went overboard with security, this seems pretty underwhelming."

"I know, right?"

Seeing my puzzled expression at his casual response, Hyun scratched his head.

"I told you before. Level B11 didn't exist during the Hunter Association days. That first door we encountered was probably made with materials they managed to divert. Unless Gates were open and they could keep getting supplies, they'd eventually be caught for diverting resources."

Fair enough. Even when embezzling overflowing funds, you can get caught if you're not careful, so there's a limit to how much of a managed, limited resource you can divert.

The fact that the Association President managed to divert such resources already showed how suspicious his activities were.
If that wasn't enough, he used those diverted resources to make a door to hide something else?

What more needs to be said?

"Anyway, the point is he's shady... Move aside."

I pushed Hyun back and dug my claws into the iron door.
With a screech, my claws pierced through, and when I pulled, the door tore apart despite being called an "alloy."

"Ugh..."

As soon as the hole appeared in the door, the headache I'd momentarily forgotten began creeping back.
But it wasn't as severe as before, perhaps because the amplification wasn't happening.

Since the headache was bearable enough if I endured a little, I tore at the door vigorously to finish the situation quickly, creating a hole large enough for a person to enter. The inside beyond the hole was strangely dark.

Was it simply that the lights weren't on, or had we accidentally cut some power lines on our way here?
I wasn't sure, but we wouldn't know until we went inside.

A throbbing pain hit my temple, making me frown.

"Tch... Let's go in."

"Are you okay? From your expression, it looks like your headache's back."

"I'm fine. Without the amplification, it's more bearable than I thought. Let's just finish this quickly."

After all, this headache would disappear once we destroyed whatever cursed thing was beyond this door.
Swallowing the harsh words that threatened to come out, I entered through the hole.

The space beyond the door was wider than I'd imagined. About three times the size of Seongmo Hospital's basement?
Even the hospital basement was spacious enough for me to rampage freely, and this was three times that.

Well, I suppose it's not strange to have such a large space built this deep underground.
Thinking this, I looked around, but something felt off.

"...Why does it feel so empty?"

If this was a space for mental interference devices, shouldn't there be all sorts of equipment? Why is there nothing?
For a moment, the worst-case scenario we'd discussed earlier flashed through my mind.

No way.
It couldn't be.

Thinking this, I looked around, but with no light source except for the distant red lamps, I couldn't see well.

Thanks to the light coming through the hole I'd made, I could vaguely make out silhouettes, confirming that something was definitely in here, but I couldn't determine anything beyond that.

If we were above ground, I could have broken a wall to let light in, but being underground, even that option was closed to us.
Hyun seemed to be in the same situation, constantly looking around.

"Hey, let's turn on the lights first. We can't find anything like this."

"You want to find a switch in this huge room?"

After thinking briefly, I shook my head.

"I'll just breathe fire. That should let us see something."

"Are you sure? Won't you overheat from breathing fire again?"

"I don't need to breathe that strongly, so it should be fine. And even if there's a problem, I'll just burn my clothes a bit."

Saying that, I took a deep breath, heated up my ignition organ, and breathed out a small flame.

Compared to when I melted the Adamantium, it was a pathetically small flame, but it was enough to illuminate our surroundings.

Still, it only lit up the immediate area, so we needed to go deeper.
I slowly approached where I had seen the silhouette to confirm what it was.

And the identity of that silhouette was completely different from what we had expected.

"What... Why is this here?"

"..."

Flicker...
As my breath trembled, the flame wavered too.

What I saw beyond the flickering flame wasn't a mental interference device at all.

"No, why... Why is this here?!"

It was the weapon made from the Berserk Dragon's remains that was supposed to be on the 9th floor.

Ch.165 - Up Again
Why is this here?
Neither Hyun nor I understood the situation as we stared blankly at the weapon before us.

The 11th floor was supposed to contain a mental interference device, not weapons made from the Light Dragon's remains.
But what stood before us was unmistakably a weapon crafted from the Light Dragon's remains.

I wondered if they might be fakes, but they were all real.
The pull I felt toward them confirmed their authenticity.

"Huh..."

Hearing a sigh beside me, I turned to see Hyun with an expression I'd never seen before.
He tried to hide his agitation by covering his mouth, but couldn't conceal his trembling eyelids.

Had Hyun ever been this flustered before?
Not that I could remember.

This was the first time I'd seen such an expression from someone who always smiled and said everything would be fine.
Normally, I would have pressed him about what to do next. Actually, I still wanted to.

What happened? Wasn't this supposed to be on the 11th floor? What do we do now?
My wavering heart kept urging me to do something.

To try anything.

"Hey."

"...I'm sorry. You were right, I should have at least told Noona before we came."

"Why are you apologizing? I agreed to come too."

"I was too hasty."

"Hey, Choi Hyun."

When I called his name and looked at him, he briefly met my gaze before looking away.
In that moment, I saw my own reflection from months ago in him.

The incidents caused by me, situations that needed resolving, the overwhelming uncertainty of where to even begin.
All those burdens he was carrying alone, swallowing the pain, suffering, and loneliness.

For me, Hyun had been a ray of light.
He was the lamp illuminating my path forward, always a pillar I could lean on.

There was something Hyun always said whenever I was suffering alone.

—It's okay. I'm right here with you.

"It's okay. I'm right here with you."

I know it's ridiculous for someone who always depended on others to say such things now.
But what would change if I avoided saying it because it felt shameless?

Nothing would change at all.
So even if it made me seem selfish and shameless, I would say it.

"I'll help you."

"What..."

Even if everyone in the world says you're wrong, I'll be there to deny it.
Even if everyone becomes your enemy, I'll remain on your side.

"So let's figure something out. Don't suffer alone—do it with me."

"..."

When I smiled brightly like he used to, Hyun looked surprised, then gave a bitter smile and slapped his own cheek.
Not a light tap, but a loud smack that made me flinch.

As I winced at the sound, Hyun spat out blood-tinged saliva, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and looked at me.

"Thanks."

He simply expressed gratitude without further words, but that was enough.
Without prompting, both of us straightened up.

"So... I guess we need to go back to the 9th floor first?"

"Right. The path might be rough though. Will you be okay?"

"Was the path here easy?"

"Fair point."

I chuckled and stood up with Hyun.
Would this be enough? What if the 9th floor was also a trap and there was no mental interference device at the Association at all?

Such thoughts crossed my mind—but screw that.

Is this enough? Yes, this is enough.
What if the 9th floor is a trap and there's no mental interference at the Association? Then I'll take responsibility for what I've done.

How long am I going to whine like a child?
How long will I let these awful thoughts fill my head?

Making me feel helpless and miserable for months should be enough. How long will you keep messing with my mind?
Do you think I'm worthless? Do you think I'm that stupid?

Don't make me laugh.
My mind belongs to me.

My choices are mine.
Both the choices and the responsibilities are burdens I must carry.

So shut up already.

"Let's go."

After exhaling deeply, I strode toward the hole where light was seeping through.
Or at least, I tried to.

BOOM!!

Before I could, there was a sound identical to when we had first descended.
How did they get here so quickly? Well, the answer was simple.

We had smashed through every door on our way down here.
With a clear path, they could just run straight down.

"They got here faster than expected. Things went wrong from the start—what do we do now?"

"We have to try something. Standing around won't change anything."

"We've really become public enemies now."

Sighing, I muttered about how we ended up in this situation.
Then Hyun spoke up.

"Do you regret it?"

Hyun threw back the same words I had said to him earlier.
My response was obvious.

"If I thought I'd regret it, I wouldn't have started in the first place. You know my personality."

As I giggled, Hyun stood beside me and smirked.

"I know it well. We're childhood friends after all."

Nodding at his words, I looked ahead as the tightly sealed iron door began to open with an ominous creaking sound.

Because I had torn through the middle, it couldn't open completely, but the door was large enough that we could see who was on the other side.

Actually, just seeing the hair color was enough.
As far as I knew, only one person had such bright red hair.

"It's been a while, Ryu Hwa."

"..."

The backlighting in the already dark space made only her silhouette visible, so I couldn't see what expression she wore.

But I didn't need to see it to know.
It definitely wasn't a pleasant one.

I should start with a conversation.
No matter how bad the situation, I couldn't just force my way through.

"This might look like a misunderstanding, but would you listen to our side first?"

I waited for Ryu Hwa's response, but no answer came.
Things seemed to be going badly from the start, but how much worse could it get?

With that thought, I continued.

"There's a reason we came here, but things got a bit complicated. You already know I was created from the Light Dragon, right? It was in the news."

"..."

"The truth is, I've been subjected to mental interference, which has made me unstable. It gets worse whenever I come to the Association, so I wanted to... investigate, and things ended up like this. Haha, ha..."

Despite my forced laughter and rough explanation of the situation, there was still no response.
I might have made things worse by opening my mouth.

"...I know this isn't the time, but you're really terrible at explaining things."

"Shut up, asshole..."

I whispered back a curse to Hyun's muttered comment, then looked back toward Ryu Hwa.

If I could at least see her face, I could try to read her mood and continue, but with no response and no visible expression, it was too intimidating to speak further.

Hyun patted my shoulder lightly, then stepped in front of me.

"Noona Ryu Hwa, Sia isn't lying. We had information that the Association President was colluding with Harmageddon. We came down to confirm it. Sia has been showing signs of instability whenever she's near the Association."

"..."

"These weapons made from the Light Dragon's remains were originally stored in the 9th floor vault. So what's on the 9th floor now? The answer must be there. Please, just this once, let us through."

"Haah..."

As Hyun stepped up to persuade her, Ryu Hwa, who had been standing silently, finally showed a reaction.
She sighed deeply, scratched her head irritably, then looked up again.

"So you're at least aware of what you've done. Then you must also know that what you're doing is insane."

"It was for Sia."

"You've gone blind. Trying to protect someone precious by any means necessary. And in the end, you've been blinded by it."

Her voice trembled as if she might cry at any moment.
Her words seemed directed at us, but also at herself.

"You must have felt you had no choice but to do something crazy. It must have seemed like the only option..."

After saying that, Ryu Hwa sighed once more and raised her head.

"And choices made in such situations usually turn out to be the worst ones. That's how it was for me, and that's what you've chosen now. You should have been more careful. If you truly wanted to help her, you shouldn't have done something this insane."

"...So you won't let us through."

"Before being a Hero, I'm an adult. It's an adult's job to correct what's wrong."

As soon as Ryu Hwa finished speaking, there was a rustling sound and the hiss of a burning fuse.
That was the end of the conversation.

Ch.166 - Up Again
I was experiencing this kind of fight for the first time.
To be precise, this was my first time fighting against a human—not a monster, not Harmageddon.

I couldn't just leave everything to Hyun and do nothing, so I had to try something.
My claws? One wrong move and something terrible could happen. Fire? If my claws were already this dangerous, fire was out of the question.

I could lower my heat to create smoke as a smokescreen, but without any other options, that would be like spitting in the wind.

In this situation, what could I do...? Obviously, there was only one option.

BOOM—!!

"Ugh...!"

I had to rely on my durability and push through.
With both arms covering my face, I charged forward stubbornly like a bull.

Honestly, things exploding right in front of me was a bit nerve-wracking, but it wasn't doing much damage.

Something exploding? No matter how hot it was, it couldn't be hotter than No. 445's flames.
The impact of an explosion? It was nothing compared to being slammed into the ground from high in the sky.

That settled it.

"Tch...!"

Ryu Hwa started to retreat as I began pushing forward with my body, unable to handle the pressure.

If I had been alone, she could have kept retreating and buying time, but with Hyun joining in, we could easily push forward.

Of course, being an experienced A-Class Hero who had been through countless battles, she wasn't easy to catch.

She made me slip and fall by targeting my joints like wrists and ankles with precise explosions, and she bought time by causing large explosions in the surrounding area, handling every situation with expertise.

But she faced terrible opponents in a terrible environment.

Her attacks didn't work on Hyun and me. Well, they worked to some extent, but our recovery speed was much faster than the damage we took.

And this space itself was limited. There was only so much distance she could put between us.
If we had been in an open field, she would have had the advantage. She could have kept her distance while harassing us.

"...I have no choice."

What's this? Is something big coming?
As I watched Ryu Hwa tensely, she pulled out a long piece of paper from inside her clothes, like drawing a sword.

"Cover your ears!!"

"Too late."

Startled by Hyun's sudden shout, I barely had time to react before Ryu Hwa twisted the paper she was holding.

Her movements were so fluid and natural that it took less than a second to twist the paper, and I ended up caught in the explosion without even having time to react.

A flash—I thought light was bursting out, then an enormous boom echoed throughout the underground space.
Right, we were also in an enclosed space.

What happens when a bomb—especially a flashbang—goes off in such a place?
Obviously, its power is multiplied dozens of times.

Eeeeeee—...

"—! —, —!!"

The sounds around me were muffled as if someone was speaking underwater, and my already dark surroundings now looked completely black.

I could barely make out silhouettes, but I could only tell they were human shapes.
Pressing my palms against my eyes didn't help focus my vision, and I couldn't hear anything even when I shouted.

An unpleasant sensation. Also, a familiar one.

"It's okay... I can do this..."

Yes, a familiar sensation.
I'd already experienced this once at the courthouse.

And just because I couldn't see or hear didn't mean I could sit around doing nothing.
Frowning, I tried my best to focus my blurry vision and looked around.

I couldn't see anything black, the large figure was Hyun, so the smaller one must be Ryu Hwa.

"I'm fine, so move!!"

I couldn't hear what Hyun was saying, but I shouted that and ran toward the silhouette in the distance.
The bright red color flying toward me was a bomb—I'd come this far, so why hesitate?

I spread my wings to block the bomb and pushed forward.
When I got close enough, I could see well enough to distinguish her.

Ryu Hwa must have thought I was incapacitated because she hurriedly tried to retreat when I started charging at her.

"You think you can escape!!"

Pushing forward like a bulldozer until the end, Ryu Hwa had no choice but to be caught by Hyun.
Contrary to my expectation that she would resist until the end, she sighed deeply and stopped resisting once Hyun caught her.

It took longer than expected... but it should be fine.
Whether we arrived late or early, we'd have to face the Heroes either way.

I felt someone tapping my shoulder and turned to see Hyun looking at me and saying something enthusiastically.
If I could at least see his lip movements, I might be able to guess what he was saying, but my eyes were in such bad shape that I could only listen blankly.

"—? —?"

"I can't hear what you're saying."

My ears were already larger and my hearing better than most people's, but I'd taken a direct hit from a flashbang with dozens of times its normal power.
There was no way my ears would be normal.

"—!? —!"

I didn't know what he was saying, but he was probably worried about me.
How could I be okay, would I recover... or maybe he was angry at Ryu Hwa.

"I was in a similar situation at the courthouse, so don't worry too much. I'll recover soon."

After saying that, I approached Hyun and lightly patted his back with the back of my hand.

"We have more important things to do right now. So let's move."

"...?"

"I told you I'm fine."

"..., ......?"

Judging by his expression, he was asking how I could answer if I couldn't hear, and if I really couldn't hear.

"I really can't hear."

After answering, I turned away.
There was no point in talking more when I couldn't hear anyway.

Just as I was thinking that, more people started coming down from where Ryu Hwa had descended earlier.
Looks like we were delayed longer than expected...

One, two, three... they just kept coming endlessly. Did they bring down every Hero in the Association?
While I was making a sour face, Hyun tapped my shoulder again.

Wondering what he wanted to say now, I looked to the side and saw Hyun starting to use sign language.
No, not sign language but body language.

If he had just wiggled his fingers a bit, I wouldn't have understood, but thanks to his vigorous arm-waving body language, I could barely make it out.

You, spit... no, spew? You and me, sky, fly?
He seemed to mean we should create a smokescreen and fly up.

I flapped my wings, but Hyun shook his head.
Oh right, Hyun could fly too.

"But if I spew smoke, I won't be able to see either?"

When I said that, Hyun pounded his chest.
He was telling me to just trust him. Right, we'd come this far, so I had to trust him.

I nodded, and Hyun moved behind me.

"Haaah..."

I took a deep breath, felt my chest heat up, and immediately spewed smoke upward.
The black smoke rose up and then spread downward, turning everything around us pitch black.

At the same time, Hyun hoisted me onto his shoulder and started running.
Since I hadn't closed my mouth yet, smoke was still pouring out.

The Heroes who had followed Ryu Hwa down naturally started chasing after us to catch us.
Riding on Hyun's shoulder and watching the situation, I felt like I'd become a fumigation truck.

"—AH!!"

At the shout right next to my ear, I closed my mouth, and Hyun kicked off the wall and flew upward.

* * *

At the same time B and A-Class Heroes arrived at Level B11, at the Hero Association's Special Security Vault on Level B9.
Three S-Class Heroes, including Seo Ha-Young, were already gathered in front of the vault.

"Wow, all these big shots who never show their faces since the Hero Association was established are gathered here."

A man sauntered in as the door to the only passage leading to the vault opened.
It was Lee Ji-Hyuk, S-Class Rank 7.

"I know it's nice to see each other after a long time, but let's save the greetings for later. You know what's going on, right?"

"No? I don't know? I got an emergency call during my vacation and rushed here without checking what was happening."

Ji-Hyuk shrugged as he said that, then looked around briefly and rubbed his chin.

"But well... seeing four S-Class Heroes including myself gathered here, plus the alarm going off... it's not an ordinary situation. What, did we have intruders or something?"

"Hyun and Yu Sia broke into a restricted area of the Association."

"Hyun would be Choi Hyun, and Yu Sia... I've heard that name somewhere... Ah, the one who was modified into a Berserk Dragon? Wow... that's quite a formidable pair. Can I be excused? S-Class Rank 1 and a Berserk Dragon? A weakling like me might die."

Ji-Hyuk pretended to be scared as he said that, but those present didn't even acknowledge his words.
After all, if he were truly weak, he wouldn't have become S-Class in the first place.

Ji-Hyuk scratched his cheek at their cold response.

"No reaction because everyone knows each other, huh? Tsk..."

After saying that, Ji-Hyuk naturally joined them.

"Aren't the others coming? Why are there so few of us?"

"The rest are all dispatched to the provinces, so it'll take them some time to get here."

"The situation will probably be over by the time they arrive."

Ha-Young sighed deeply at Ji-Hyuk's snickering and spoke.

"Stop joking around and be serious. Your role is the most important this time."

"Yes, understood. But do we just wait here? Shouldn't we go down too? The restricted area would be on Level 11, right?"

"They'll come here."

"Hmm... Well, I should trust the staff's word. Alright, let me prepare a bit..."

Shortly after Ji-Hyuk said that, there was a loud BOOM!! and the corridor door was ripped off.

Ch.167 - S-Class Rank 1 vs S-Class
I reached the ninth floor underground, breaking through the encirclement of numerous Heroes.
Though there were more Heroes coming to support than I expected, which drained my stamina a bit, I somehow made it here.

Using smoke to blind them and breaking the elevator to tie up the Heroes' movements was all well and good, but the real problem started after I arrived on the ninth floor.

"Ugh... ungh..."

The headache that intensified as soon as I reached the ninth floor—that was the issue.

When I briefly passed by while taking the elevator down to the eleventh floor, the headache was so severe it nearly incapacitated me. But now, setting foot on the ninth floor proper, the pain was unbearable.

No joke, it was a hundred—no, a thousand times worse than when Hyun grabbed my horns and shook them.
It felt like every painful experience in the world was unfolding in real-time inside my head.

If my eyes and ears had been working properly, it might have been a little better, but I think it was worse because I'd taken a direct hit from a flash grenade in the basement earlier.
As soon as I arrived on the ninth floor, hallucinations and auditory delusions began on top of the headache.

—It hurts... I don't want this...
—Just kill me instead...! Just kill me!!

The hallucinations and auditory delusions showed similar situations each time they appeared.
People bound to something, receiving injections, writhing in pain, begging to be saved or killed.

At first, I thought this was mental interference meant to intimidate me, but now I knew better.
All the scenes unfolding before me were of "victims" who had failed the experiment before me, or perhaps after me.

...I couldn't help but know.

From what I saw in the blood collection room, and from what No. 445 said...
Above all, what I was seeing now told me so.

"Ugh... huff..."

"——...? ......?"

Hyun, who had been supporting me, helped me lean against the wall.
I couldn't hear what he was saying, but I assumed he wanted me to rest here.

But I couldn't do that. My pride wouldn't allow me to rest just because it was difficult after coming this far.
You could call it obstinacy. Yes, this wasn't stubbornness—it was obstinacy.

My determination not to run away anymore, and my obstinacy not to dump everything on Hyun.
So I grabbed Hyun's arm as he tried to leave and shook my head.

"I can do this..."

No, I have to do this. I swallowed the words that had risen to the tip of my tongue and looked at Hyun, who stared at me silently for a while before sighing.

Gritting my teeth, I leaned on Hyun's shoulder and navigated the complex corridors of the ninth floor, using the headache as a compass.

The headache grew worse the further we went, but rather than breaking my resolve, it sparked my stubbornness. By the time we approached the vault, which was our original goal, I could walk on my own.

The moment I saw the door in the distance, I felt a spark ignite in my mind.
Though I'd never been here before, I instinctively knew.

That it was in there, that what I'd been searching for all this time was just beyond that door.

"I'll open it."

Hyun seemed to be saying something, but the pain-filled screams circling my ears made it hard to hear.
No, even without the auditory hallucinations from the flash grenade earlier, I wouldn't have heard him.

Even if I could hear, I would have pretended not to.
Gritting my teeth, I moved forward, kicked the door down, and quickly scanned the inside.

Of course, I couldn't see anything. But that didn't matter.
What I was looking for wasn't a person, but the vault door.

"Is it there... Get out of the way...!! I can't control my strength right now!!"

After that warning, I strode forward, but somehow the closer I got to the door, the more my strength drained away.
My wings, hands, and even my horns felt heavy. Just like when I first woke up in the hospital.

Eventually, staggering from the weight of my hands and wings, I wondered what was happening and lowered my head, only to collapse forward, unable to bear the weight of my horns.

"Ugh!"

"——!!"

"—, ——!"

My body suddenly becoming this heavy? Does the mental interference device have this function too?
No, that can't be. If it did, I would have experienced something similar when coming down in the elevator.

As I gritted my teeth and tried to lift my head, someone firmly pressed their palm against the back of my head, subduing me.
For all my confidence coming in, I was suppressed with embarrassing ease.

* * *

I was too careless.
She was staggering so badly she could barely stand, so I didn't expect her to dash out like that...

I frowned as I looked at Lee Ji-Hyuk, who was pressing down on Sia's head.
The one who subdued Yu Sia was none other than S-Class Rank 7, Lee Ji-Hyuk.

His ability allows him to lower the physical abilities of targets in his sight to a level similar to his own, while proportionally increasing his own physical abilities.

Of course, his ability doesn't work on non-human forms, he can only designate one target at a time, and his body will collapse if he tries to use power beyond his limit—which effectively means he's as neutralized as Sia in this fight.

The problem is...

"Wow, this will last 10 minutes at most."

"Ten minutes is enough."

I gritted my teeth and looked at the remaining three people.

Former S-Class Rank 1 Seo Ha-Young, S-Class Rank 5 Kim Chul, and S-Class Rank 9 Park Tae-Young.
Everyone here could be considered veterans in one-on-one combat.

"Noona, please step aside."

"If you thought we could resolve this through dialogue, it's already too late, Choi Hyun. I told you clearly last time—you're an S-Class Hero. You're in a position where you should prioritize the greater good over personal feelings."

"...I have nothing to say."

"Of course you shouldn't. Not you of all people. What are you two doing? This isn't the era when Hunters ran wild! Did you think you could resolve things so recklessly?!"

She was right. Not a single word was wrong.
Of course, that doesn't mean I'm going to back down. Giving up and turning back after coming this far would be absurd.

"It took ten years of your smart handling to save Sia. Not one year, not five years, but ten! If that precious greater good means you can't protect even one of your own people and can only stamp your feet in frustration... then yes, I'll give it up. The greater good, the S-Class Hero position. Everything."

"So you're going all the way to the end. Well, with your personality, that's the answer I expected."

Noona sighed deeply and picked up the shield she had put down.
Yes, I expected it would come to this. Steel your heart.

"Are you really going to fight, little brother? No matter how strong you are, facing three S-Class Heroes will be tough."

I know that. These aren't just anyone—they're people I've fought alongside for nearly ten years.
Fighting against three people who know my fighting style best was truly insane.

No matter where I go or what stance I take, they'll read me completely.
Of course, I can read their movements too, but... there are three of them, not one.

No matter how well I read the situation and aim for openings, if someone else comes to cover, there's no answer.
Still, I have to do it, somehow I have to.

"Tch... how did it come to this madness."

Ignoring Kim Chul's complaint, I relaxed my shoulders.
With three S-Class Heroes as opponents, I can't hold back. So, I'll go all out from the start.

Crack—I clenched my fist until the veins stood out on the back of my hand, then charged forward and swung at Noona.

BOOM!!

Naturally, Noona blocked my fist with her shield.
She stepped back a few paces, but true to her former S-Class Rank 1 status, she dispersed all the impact with those few steps.

"Wake up after taking this, little brother!!"

Immediately after, a blackened fist came from the left, aiming for my jaw.
It was none other than Kim Chul's fist. His ability is to make his body harder than steel—an ability as simple as his name.

I quickly twisted my body to deflect the punch and used Noona's shield as a foothold to jump up.
But Park Tae-Young was already in position there.

"Where do you think you're going!"

Using the ceiling as a foothold, Park Tae-Young leaped down and swung his leg toward Choi Hyun's back.
I immediately tried to kick the air to dodge, but Noona had somehow adjusted her stance and was charging with her shield in front.

I tried to kick the shield again to create distance, but Kim Chul was already behind me, so I couldn't retreat.
In the end, all I could do was take Kim Chul's punch, which had relatively less impact, and step back.

SMACK!!

The fist that landed squarely on my side instantly took my breath away.
And that was after twisting my body to minimize the impact.

What kind of fist is this, like being hit by a dump truck...!

"Kuk...!"

Gritting my teeth, I grabbed Kim Chul's arm tightly and kicked his stomach.
It felt like kicking a person's stomach rather than the characteristic hardness of steel. That should have some effect on him.

"Kuhup...!"

But even after being kicked in the stomach, Kim Chul didn't retreat and instead grabbed my leg.
My stance naturally faltered, and these two weren't the type to miss such an opportunity.

"Hold him tight!"

Tae-Young shouted and swung his leg at my jaw.
Though my hands weren't tied, I tried to block his leg with my other hand, but in that moment, Noona swung her shield at the back of my knee.

Unable to maintain my stance, Tae-Young's foot connected squarely with my jaw.
There was a cracking sound, and light flashed before my eyes.

It was a combination that left no room to breathe.
But...

"Uaaaah!!"

This isn't enough to break me...!
I shook off the hand holding my leg, braced against the floor, and swung my leg at the nearest person.

CRACK!

"Ugh!?"

Confirming that Noona, who had been hit on her shield-bearing hand, was retreating, I got up and swung my fist at Kim Chul's jaw.
It was blocked. But that's fine—I have more than one hand.

I twisted my body and aimed for Kim Chul's temple with my other hand, but Park Tae-Young kicked up my elbow, rendering my attempt futile.
Taking advantage of the momentary gap, I pulled back and assessed my condition.

'My side and right shoulder are a bit stiff, but... still intact.'

After catching my breath, I took my stance again.

Three minutes until Hero reinforcements arrive.

I need to end this quickly.

Ch.168 - Monster vs S-Class
Hyun was fighting.
No, it looked like he was being overwhelmed one-sidedly.

In truth, my vision was still blurry, so I couldn't see clearly what was happening, but I had to assume he was losing.

Even if Hyun could block one person with one hit, his opponent could strike twice.
If his attack failed even once, he'd have to take three hits in return.

There's a reason they say there's power in numbers.
Of course, if there was an overwhelming difference in strength it might be different, but his opponents were S-Class Heroes like Hyun.

No matter how strong Hyun was, he was alone while there were three of them.
Even thinking about it simply, Hyun was in a situation where he had to lose.

I needed to help him, but I was completely helpless, pinned to the floor with nothing I could do.

"Urgggh...!!"

Whenever I gritted my teeth and tried to move somehow, the person on my back immediately noticed and pushed my head down again to subdue me.

Yes, I was subdued.
Even with all this power, I couldn't do anything and was completely restrained.

I don't know what happened exactly, but normally I should have been able to shake them off easily, yet no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't break free.

"Don't move. Right now, it's a bit difficult for Oppa to control his strength."

Somehow my hearing had recovered, and I could hear the voice of the man on my back.
I still couldn't see clearly, but just being able to hear was enough.

"...Then you should get off."

"Did you think I'd say 'Should I?' If I'd move away just because you asked, why would I be here in the first place? Give up and stay still. At least this should end without you getting hurt."

"Give up... If I could do that, I wouldn't have started this...!"

"If it's about pride, I'm sorry, but what can I do? This is what you chose."

Pride? That crumbled a long time ago.
It's ridiculous to talk about pride when I've been relying on Hyun so much.

So, I'll put aside my pride or whatever.

*Move...! I said move...!!*

But no matter how hard I tried to move, all I could do was kick my legs.

There was a crack! sound like bones breaking, and I flinched, trying to turn my head toward the sound, but I couldn't move an inch because of that damn hand pressing down on the back of my head.

"Move!!"

"I can't."

You can't move? Then I'll make you have no choice but to move...!!
I clenched my teeth and took a deep breath.

With a gurgling sound, my ignition organ began to heat up.
I never intended to use it against people, but conversely, that just meant I shouldn't use it against people.

It was all or nothing. As my ignition organ heated up like crazy, the surroundings began to heat up too.
Heat haze rose from the floor, and the ground near my mouth turned bright red before starting to melt.

"Wh-what!! Are you crazy...!!"

The weight on my back disappeared, but I didn't know how to stop the heated fire, so I squeezed my eyes shut and breathed fire toward the floor.

The moment I breathed fire toward the floor, the concrete instantly melted, and the flames that couldn't move forward spread in all directions past my face.

Whoosh!!

"Ugh...!? What heat...!"

At that moment, the feeling of weakness disappeared, and I immediately got up and rushed toward the direction of the sound.
I didn't know what was happening, but now was my chance!!

"Where do you think you're going!"

"Urgh!?"

Suddenly, a fist flew from somewhere I couldn't see and struck my jaw.
With a crack! sound, my vision flipped, and I spun around once before collapsing to the floor.

I rolled on the floor hard enough to make a thud! sound, but fortunately, it didn't hurt.
No, it did hurt, but I could bear it. Even if it seemed unbearable, I had to endure it.

Because Hyun was doing the same.

"Yu Sia!!"

"Got distracted, huh!?"

"Tch...! What are you doing to a child!!"

"A child with the power of a Berserk Dragon!! And after causing all this, you didn't expect this much!?"

"——!!"

Hearing Hyun shouting, I staggered to my feet.
Was it broken? No, I'm fine. I endured it.

"This much won't...! Urgh...!"

Contrary to my belief that I could endure it sufficiently, the moment I tried to stand up, my legs instantly gave out, and I nearly fell forward.

If I collapsed again here, I'd be subdued like before.
Then I'd just have to endure through sheer stubbornness.

I hit my leg hard enough to make a thud sound and somehow managed to stand up.
My vision was spinning, and my legs were trembling, but I was standing.

Of course, my brain was so rattled that even taking one step was precarious, but as they say, starting is half the battle, so if I'm standing, I'm halfway there.

"Ji-Hyuk! Are you okay?"

"I think I got some burns on my hands and legs, but I'll file for worker's compensation later...!"

Ji-Hyuk, Ji-Hyuk... I rolled my blurry eyes around, trying to find the shadow that was gathering itself.
And I found the shadow of a man collecting himself in a corner and another shadow standing next to him.

"There...!"

As soon as I found my target, strength returned to my body, and I strode toward the shadow that looked like Ji-Hyuk.

"To move after taking a direct hit to the jaw... Even as a half-made from remains, a dragon is still a dragon."

"I'm not a dragon...!!"

"Huh... Seeing you do such crazy things, you can't complain about being called a dragon, can you, kid!"

Beyond the blurry shadow, a pair of lights flashed, and my body felt heavy again.
This again, damn it...!! Then I'll counter the same way as before!!

Taking a deep breath to stimulate my ignition organ, I heard another gurgling sound.
At the same time, another shadow nearby approached at tremendous speed.

*Wait, I'm still gathering...!!*

"Did you think we'd just stand by and watch!!"

"Kagh!?"

A knife hand struck my Adam's apple precisely, cutting off my breath.
I worried my ignition organ might burst, but fortunately, all that came out was black smoke from incomplete combustion.

But the attack didn't end there.

Fists flew one after another, targeting my solar plexus, stomach, and jaw, and in my weakened state, I had no way to resist and could only take the hits.

Thanks to my reactive armor, I could somehow endure, but I couldn't withstand all the impacts that precisely targeted vital points.

"Urgh...!"

"Damn, you're tough. My hand is tingling from hitting you...!!"

How do you think I feel after taking those punches, you bastard...!
I glared at the man with bloodshot eyes, but another impact to my jaw made me collapse, unable to endure.

Sprawled out on the cold floor, I blankly stared at the sky.
Ha, shit... I thought I had a chance, but I really don't stand a chance against veterans.

"Ah... I taste blood..."

Maybe I bit my tongue while getting hit.
Hah... This is really fucking hard...

But I have to keep going.
I've come this far, so it would be a shame to give up now.

My stomach was churning, and my head hurt so much I felt like I would vomit if I moved even a little, but I endured.
Actually, maybe I already vomited once while getting hit earlier.

My whole body was hot, but my forehead, which was dripping with cold sweat, felt disgustingly cool.

"You're still getting up? Just give up and rest now. I don't enjoy hitting children either...!!"

If you don't enjoy it, why don't you give up too?
I wanted to say that, but I didn't have the energy to speak, so I just looked in the direction of the voice like a zombie, half-hunched over.

"...So you're going to see this through to the end. Tsk, as expected of someone Choi Hyun took in, you're stubbornly persistent."

Is that a compliment?
It must be.

I smirked as I staggered, and I heard footsteps approaching.
The sound was getting closer.

Here they come.
Where are they coming from?

I frowned, trying to focus my blurry vision, but I still couldn't see well.
So I closed my eyes.

Soon after, another impact hit my jaw, and I clenched my teeth and reached out to grab the arm near my jaw.

"Got you...!"

"What!?"

Though blurry, I could clearly see the man's face filled with shock.
And as much as his face filled my vision, I couldn't see the guy behind him, Ji-Hyuk or whatever his name was.

As much as I couldn't see, that guy probably couldn't see me either.
I grinned and released his arm while swinging my wing.

With a thud! sound, I felt a satisfying impact... wing impact? Anyway, it felt good enough to be refreshing.

"Kheok!?"

"Team Leader Park!!"

BOOM!!

*Even Hyun couldn't endure, how do you expect to?*

It was strange. This was clearly a serious situation, but I couldn't help laughing.
Grinning, I looked at the place where dust was billowing up, and as my strength gradually left my body, I staggered backward.

When I felt something cold against my back, I painfully turned around to see a black wall.
No, not a wall, but a vault. The adamantium vault Hyun had mentioned.

After getting beaten up so much, I ended up here.
Wait a minute.

*All I need to do is open this.*

Yes, I should have aimed for this from the beginning.
I dug my nails into the vault as much as possible and took a breath.

"No!! Stop him!!"

Another Hero who belatedly understood the situation shouted, and immediately strength drained from my body.
But too bad for them.

*Just because I don't have strength doesn't mean I can't breathe fire.*

Grinning, I breathed fire toward the vault.
Blue flames flickering between my teeth burst forth.

And at the same time, the other Heroes arrived on the scene.

Ch.169 - Truth
*Crackle, crackle...*
Waaang!! Waaang!!

Sparks fell from severed electrical wires as alarms blared madly from all directions.

The heroes who had climbed to the ninth floor via the emergency stairs—since the main elevator was damaged—were thrown into confusion upon learning that the S-Class Heroes guarding the floor had been defeated.

"What's going on here...?"

"Has the vault been breached?"

The three S-Class Heroes, excluding Seo Ha-Young, frowned at the realization that the vault had indeed been breached, but they couldn't approach it recklessly due to the extreme heat surrounding it.

The sprinklers should have activated, spraying water everywhere, but they weren't working because the recent Breath attack had melted the surrounding area.

"Anyone with water or ice abilities! Come quickly and cool this heat down!!"

"Y-yes!"

Among the supporting heroes, those with water and ice abilities rushed forward, desperately shooting water and ice. But it was useless.

*Hisssss!*

"Ugh!?"

The heat was intense enough to melt adamantium—a material that normally wouldn't even get warm from ordinary heat. And just as it didn't heat up easily, it wouldn't cool down easily either.

The area directly in front of the vault was literally like a furnace. The water and ice sprayed by a few heroes didn't even come close before turning to steam.

"Spray more! More!!"

"If we spray any more, we'll get caught in a steam explosion!!"

"Damn it...!"

They couldn't sacrifice multiple people just to catch one person. In the end, all the heroes could do was watch Yu Sia through the tremendous heat.

"Haa... Haa..."

Meanwhile, beyond the intense heat, Yu Sia, who had melted the vault wall with her Breath, was leaning against a relatively intact section of the wall, gasping for air.

"Urgh..."

Yu Sia wasn't in good shape either. Sparks flew from her mouth with each exhale, and each time, she flinched as if her lungs were contracting in pain.

Her overheated ignition organ had swollen like a balloon, pressing against her lungs and heart.

Normally, after molting, one should rest for a while. Just as newly exposed skin under a scab is vulnerable, areas that have just molted are more fragile than usual.

She had expelled heat rays exceeding thousands of degrees through her weakened ignition organ—of course there would be side effects.

The fact that she hadn't died after repeatedly spewing fire and heat rays in such a condition spoke volumes about how extraordinary the Light Dragon's body was.

*I wonder what happened to the vault?*

Even as she groaned in pain with bloodshot eyes, she staggered toward the vault with an almost manic determination.

*Can't see...*

When steam and smoke obscured her vision, Yu Sia flapped her wings to blow away all the grayish vapor. At the same time, the inside of the vault, which had been hidden by smoke and steam, was revealed.

"What the..."

The heroes could only stare in shock at what they saw. Instead of weapons made from Light Dragon remains, which should have been there, the place was filled with numerous test tubes.

If that were all, they would have just been surprised by the absence of weapons. But the problem was what those test tubes contained. Inside them, suspended in an unknown liquid, were people with distorted appearances.

Not just one, but dozens, hundreds of them.

People with horns growing from their heads, people with wings attached in bizarre places, people with grotesquely large hands. Among them were some without lower bodies, and even test tubes containing only brains floating without bodies.

The one common trait was that they all had horns and wings similar to Yu Sia's. Did that mean Yu Sia was acting to save them?

Kim Chul, Lee Ji-Hyuk, and the other heroes who had tried to stop Choi Hyun and Yu Sia were too shocked to say anything.

"Urgh...!"

"Aah..."

The words "horrific" or "tragic" weren't enough to describe it. Those with weak stomachs retched and fled, and some even fainted.

Park Tae-Young, who had barely regained his senses, grabbed Seo Ha-Young by the collar and shouted:

"What the hell is that?!"

"...The truth the Association President was hiding."

Though Seo Ha-Young was trying to appear calm, she felt just as nauseated. She knew the upper management, including the Association President, was corrupt, but she never imagined it was this bad.

No matter how corrupt, they were still heroes—people once called champions. She had thought they might be stealing data or leaking internal secrets at worst.

But reality was far more horrific. Seo Ha-Young rubbed her face wearily, leaving the confused heroes behind.

*So this is what they were hiding. And they tried to pin it on me and frame me?*

All the puzzle pieces clicked together in Seo Ha-Young's mind.

Why the Association President kept trying to shift blame to her, why Harmageddon always seemed one step ahead whenever the Association launched covert operations.

Why the upper management kept stalling when Hyun was searching for Yu Sia years ago, why they built the Association on top of an underground bunker with multiple emergency exits.

"Hah."

She had her suspicions, but never imagined they would be this severe. How corrupt did one have to be to commit such atrocities?

While all the heroes were reeling from shock, S-Class Hero Choi Hyun began making his way through the heat toward Yu Sia.

"Yu Sia..."

Heat waves shimmered, and toxic gases rose from the still-red-hot walls and floor.

The environment was so harsh that just breathing could damage one's lungs, but Choi Hyun approached Yu Sia regardless.

"Hey! What are you doing? Do you want to die?!"

Unable to watch someone walking straight to their death, Kim Chul immediately rushed forward to stop Choi Hyun, but he couldn't withstand the tremendous heat and had to retreat.

"Ha-Young! Stop him!! He's basically going to his death!!"

"...It's fine."

"What's fine about it?! Even if it's Choi Hyun, he'll die!"

Kim Chul urged Seo Ha-Young, not wanting to lose Choi Hyun—one of the Hero Association's greatest assets and a colleague—in such a futile way. But Seo Ha-Young just watched silently.

*It's hot.*

Choi Hyun felt his lungs baking in the terrible heat, but he endured and pressed on. It wasn't that difficult since he had already done this once when breaking through the 11th floor.

He just had to endure the pain for a moment. When he reached the front of the vault, he extended his hand and grabbed Yu Sia's arm as she staggered while looking inside.

"Hey, Yu Sia."

"Hyun...? I... this... no, this isn't... what I thought..."

What could he say here? No, there was nothing to say. If there were words for such a sight, that would be stranger.

Choi Hyun covered Yu Sia's eyes and gently embraced her.

"It's okay. This isn't your fault."

"Ugh... huu, uh...!"

In that moment, when her mental strength finally crumbled, the memories of all the test subjects—all the failures—who had suffered poured into Yu Sia's mind.

The pain of bodies twisting, the helplessness of being unable to resist, the despair of knowing no one would save them, someone's voice echoing in their heads... all their memories.

"Keuugh...! Urghh...!"

"Yu Sia!! Sia!! Snap out of it!!"

Yu Sia writhed without even being able to scream. Choi Hyun tried desperately to help, but his voice couldn't reach her ears.

After trembling violently as if having a seizure, Yu Sia suddenly went limp like a puppet with cut strings.

Choi Hyun looked down at Yu Sia, who had collapsed in his arms, and blinked.

"Hey, open your eyes. Yu Sia. Yu Sia!!"

Perhaps his voice reached her, as the limp Yu Sia opened her eyes. No, it wasn't Yu Sia, but another entity.

"I told you it wasn't time yet, but you went ahead anyway."

"Light Dragon...?"

"Go stand next to those humans over there. I'll handle the rest."

With a push, she shoved Hyun away and stood up. Yu Sia—no, the Light Dragon—sighed as she looked at the test subjects in the test tubes.

"They say there's always a lower depth to rock bottom. You're doing exactly what those Dark Mages from beyond the Gate did. Tsk."

As the Light Dragon spoke, a rumbling sound came from her ignition organ heating up. Choi Hyun knew what that sound meant and immediately grabbed her wrist to stop her.

"What are you trying to do?"

"What else? I'm doing what you couldn't."

"We still have a lot to find out."

"Find out? These beings are in pain just by existing. What more do you want to do? And if they exist, they'll continue to invade this foolish one's mind. I've been blocking it until now, but in this collapsed mental state, their mere existence is a threat."

"There might still be people we can save in there!"

"You can say that after seeing this? Are you trying to be some kind of hero? It's too late for them. They're just corpses being forcibly kept alive. You should be able to see that with your own eyes."

Choi Hyun couldn't respond to the Light Dragon's sharp words.

"The right thing to do is to let them go without further suffering."

Reason told him they needed to investigate this facility to catch Harmageddon, but emotion said they should let these souls rest in peace. Seeing Choi Hyun's conflict, the Light Dragon sighed deeply and turned away.

"So stop talking nonsense and step back. I can't guarantee your survival if you get caught up in this."

After seeing Choi Hyun retreat, the Light Dragon breathed fire toward the test subjects in the tubes.

Ch.170 - Achievement Of Goals
After waking up from fainting due to the shock of mental interference, the first thing Yu Sia did was look around.

"What is this place...?"

When she opened her eyes, she found herself in a void completely enveloped in darkness.
There was no sky, no ground, not even any objects to help her orient herself.

The only reason she could say she "saw" this space—where up, down, left, right, and even depth perception were completely shattered—was because she was standing there intact.

Well, "standing" wasn't quite the right word.
Even when she tried to walk, it felt like she was just marching in place without moving forward.

To be precise, she wasn't standing but floating.

*Why am I here...?*

It was a natural question, but there was no one to answer it.
If there was no sky or ground, there certainly wouldn't be any people.

Yu Sia ended up clutching her head with both hands, struggling to find an answer on her own.
First, to figure out where she was, she slowly organized what she remembered up to this point.

*Choi Hyun and I broke into the Association to destroy the Mental Interference Device... We got past the Heroes and opened the vault...*

And then...
As she tried to recall what happened next, a chilling sensation crept up her spine, making her swallow hard.

Instinctively feeling she shouldn't remember any further, she tilted her head back to look at the sky.

Of course, human thoughts aren't something you can simply stop at will, and as vague but horrific memories flashed before her eyes, Yu Sia sighed and ran her hand over her face.

"Fuck..."

Experiments replacing human blood with dragon blood, creating organs from dragon cells to swap with human ones, deliberately creating Dragon Scales called Reactive Armor, cutting off limbs to replace them with dragon parts...

A parade of experiments so horrific that just thinking about them made her nauseous.
The epitome of inhumanity—treating humans not as people but merely as materials for experiments.

Yu Sia couldn't help but curse at the reality that all this had actually happened, and that she herself had been a victim of these experiments.

"What the hell were those bastards trying to do..."

She wasn't really asking because she didn't know.
She'd already heard about their plans to reopen the Gates and return to the era of Hunters.

What Yu Sia couldn't understand was something else.
She couldn't comprehend what connection these insane acts had with opening the Gates.

*I just wanted to live a normal life. Why did I have to get caught up in all this?*

By this point, she felt nothing but emptiness, beyond anger or frustration.
It was the aftermath of experiencing too much in less than a year.

They say sometimes reality is more dramatic than drama, but wasn't this too much?
Thinking this, Yu Sia let out a hollow laugh.

"Ha."

Since worrying only led to more sighs and endless questions, Yu Sia heaved a deep sigh and lay back.
Of course, in a space where she was floating with nothing around, there wasn't much difference between lying down and standing.

After lying there blankly in the empty space for a while, Yu Sia, having cooled her head somewhat, sat up again.

*So where exactly am I?*

She looked around again to answer the question that had brought her back to square one, but all she could see was pitch-black emptiness.
Looking at this clearly unrealistic space, Yu Sia concluded that this must be a dream world or something similar.

She wasn't wrong. This place wasn't reality, after all.
After thinking that far, Yu Sia pondered for a moment and suddenly remembered something she had read before.

It was about reality checks in dreams—how in dreams, fingers can bend in impossible directions, or you can breathe while pinching your nose.

Though she didn't really believe it would work, she decided to check anyway and slowly tried to bend her fingers backward.

"It's not working..."

That was obvious. Humans aren't mollusks—fingers can't bend all the way to the back of the hand.
Just in case, she tried to breathe while covering her nose with the back of her hand, but that was impossible too.

This should have been enough, but Yu Sia didn't stop there. She tried to create something out of nothing, tried to wake up by thinking about Choi Hyun's house—she tried everything she could think of.

*Why isn't anything working?!*

Having failed all reality checks, Yu Sia couldn't help but panic.
Failing reality checks meant this wasn't a lucid dream but actual reality.

*What's going on? Is this some kind of ability? An ability to trap people?*

Why?
Why was she trapped in a place like this?

The reason was clear.
Because she had fought against the Hero Association.

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't think of any other reason.
There simply wasn't one.

"Sigh..."

Realizing all she could do was wait quietly until she could leave this place, Yu Sia sighed and closed her eyes.

Tap.

Suddenly, she heard the heavy sound of dress shoes—a sound that shouldn't exist in this empty space—and Yu Sia opened her eyes again.
Wondering if she had been released, she quickly sat up, but nothing had changed.

*Then where did that shoe sound come from?*

Feeling as if she'd seen a ghost, she jumped up and looked around warily.
Soon after, at another "tap" sound, Yu Sia couldn't hold back and shouted:

"Who's there?!"

She spun around yelling, but there was no answer, not even a shadow of a person.
Was she possessed by a ghost? Or had she died fighting at the Association and come to the afterlife?

As Yu Sia stood there trembling with extreme tension, swallowing dryly...
A person appeared from the distance.

The person who suddenly materialized from thin air was so vivid it was hard to believe this was a lightless space.
Like a painting on a black canvas.

Too shocked to speak for a while, Yu Sia finally raised her head to check the person's face, and she was horrified.

The person who had casually appeared was someone Yu Sia knew well.

"You...!"

"Hello, it's been a while."

The one who emerged from the darkness was none other than Han Yeong-Seok, who had committed suicide by shooting himself in the head.

Could this really be the afterlife? Am I dead? Yu Sia nearly collapsed from the shock, but she faced Han Yeong-Seok, remembering what the Berserk Dragon had said.

—Han Yeong-Seok is nothing but a shell.

If he was just a shell, that meant the real entity was still alive.

"You... How dare you...!!"

"You don't seem to like this face? Should I change it then?"

At Yu Sia's words, Han Yeong-Seok began changing his appearance while maintaining a bright smile.

"How about this face? Or this one? Or should I change my gender too?"

He became a middle-aged man, then a boy, then an old man, and even a woman.
Keeping the same expression while changing only his face and body created such a grotesque sight that it made her frown involuntarily.

"Stop messing around and tell me where this is. Did you bring me here? What are you plotting this time?!"

Han Yeong-Seok, now with a woman's face, just tilted his head as if he didn't understand what she was saying.

Yu Sia almost fell for this provocative behavior, but she took a deep breath and composed herself.

"If you're here to tell me to join your side again, forget it. I'll never join you, even if it kills me."

"Hehe, now that the mental interference is gone, you don't fall for these little tricks. What a shame. It was quite an expensive device."

"So it was you... You piece of shit..."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

Yu Sia glared at Han Yeong-Seok with undisguised disgust.
Of course, Han Yeong-Seok just kept smiling pleasantly despite her hateful gaze.

After the two faced off for a while, Han Yeong-Seok was the first to move.

"This is inside Yu Sia's mind. To be precise, let's call it your deep consciousness."

"My deep consciousness...?"

"Yes. You could say it's beyond your Mental Barrier."

Han Yeong-Seok, who had started explaining in a friendly voice, began walking around Yu Sia as if taking a stroll.

"It took quite a long time to get here."

Sighing deeply, Han Yeong-Seok began listing the things he had done.

"Planting spies in the Association, terrorizing hospitals and courts, random acts of terror... Hmm, looking at it now, I didn't do much besides terrorism. Well, whatever. As long as I achieved my goal."

"Achieved your goal... What do you mean?"

At his attitude suggesting everything was over, Yu Sia positioned herself ready to pounce at any moment, but Han Yeong-Seok just laughed, unconcerned.

"I kept appearing to make sure you couldn't relax, making you anxious. By planting doubt that I might appear again at any time, I prevented you from making rational judgments."

Han Yeong-Seok stopped walking with a click of his heel and turned toward Yu Sia.
With his body still facing sideways and only his head turned to look at her, the sight was unnervingly unnatural.

"And by blatantly revealing that there was a spy, I planted suspicion that something was in the Association. Then I actually installed the Mental Interference Device in the Association, turning that suspicion into certainty."

"To make me attack the Association...?"

"That's part of it, but more precisely, it was to take control of your mind."

With a smirk, Han Yeong-Seok turned his body toward Yu Sia.

"Until now, a gatekeeper called the Berserk Dragon has been protecting your mind from beyond your Mental Barrier. Having a dragon as a gatekeeper, haha. That was an unexpected side effect even for me. I thought you were trying to be a princess or something."

"Wait... Are you saying everything until now was intentional?! To make me destroy the Mental Interference Device?!"

"Yes. Even I couldn't get past a dragon to enter your deep consciousness. Still, thank you for moving exactly as I intended. Following like a stupid dog, chasing only the immediate goal."

After saying that, Han Yeong-Seok showed a grotesque smile.

"Thanks to you, I could enter easily."

"What... What are you after?!"

At Yu Sia's cry, Han Yeong-Seok erased the expression from his face for the first time.

"As if I'd tell you, idiot."

"What..."

"Hehe, just kidding. Well then, I'll be seeing you often from now on."

Han Yeong-Seok... no, that thing waved its hand with a distorted smile, and Yu Sia was pulled away without being able to say anything.

Ch.171 - Cut
After Yu Sia and Choi Hyun infiltrated the Hero Association, the truth they uncovered threw the organization into chaos.

It was only natural. Unforgivable human experimentation had been taking place in the basement of the Hero Association of all places.

And not just any experiments—artificial monster experiments that had been prohibited by international law since the closing of the Gates.

The internal situation was predictable, with some heroes even announcing they would quit their profession out of disillusionment.

"How could we not know these experiments were happening in the Association's basement of all places?! Huh?!"

"What was the security team doing?! Weren't they exclusively responsible for the vault on the ninth floor?!"

"Everyone involved should be arrested and investigated!! Human experimentation? Is this even real?!"

"Arrest without a warrant? What nonsense!! Talk sense!! Do you still think we're the Hunter Association?! Wake up!"

"Nonsense? You're the one who should think before speaking!! Do you really think those who committed such atrocities in the Hero Association won't try to escape?!"

The grand conference room—usually quiet due to handling important matters like VIP protection and counter-terrorism—had transformed into a people's court, with executives and S-Class Heroes pointing fingers and pounding tables while shouting at each other.

In this room filled with yelling, only Seo Ha-Young remained silent.

Normally someone would have pointed this out, but those facing the overnight collapse of their interests couldn't see Ha-Young sitting alone in the corner.

*What could they possibly be aiming for? Is this about bringing down the Association? But why? They'd suffer the most if the Association collapsed.*

Ha-Young pressed her temples with one hand to ease her throbbing headache as she continued her train of thought.
She had known the Hero Association was corrupt.

"To issue arrest warrants would involve prosecutors and judges! That would destroy the Hero Association! We have no excuses! We need to handle this quietly among ourselves!!"

"What kind of person are you?! Someone drag him out!! You call yourself a Director of the Hero Association?!"

"What?! Are you saying you don't care if the Hero Association gets destroyed?!"

"How dare you speak informally to me! How dare you!!"

Just look at them—arguing to cover up violations of international law like artificial monster experiments just to protect their own interests.

Stagnant water always rots, and the Hero Association, inherited from the Hunter Association, was the most stagnant of all. It would have been more surprising if it hadn't rotted.

Yet Ha-Young had allowed it to continue. The reason was simple.
Society was never ideal to begin with.

Reality is a daily war, and society is a battlefield of competing interests.
To maintain an organization in such an environment, one must sometimes turn a blind eye to certain festering issues.

As long as they don't cross the line.

"Haah..."

But when you leave festering parts untreated, they eventually begin to rot and spread, contaminating everything around them.

That's why Ha-Young had established minimum standards and cut away anything that crossed those lines.
This was the only reason this rotten association had maintained some semblance of order.

But there were areas even she couldn't touch.
Namely, the President of the Hero Association, who was now being identified as the mastermind behind this incident.

Pruning from top to bottom was maintenance, but cutting from bottom to top was rebellion.
Of course, Ha-Young hadn't submitted to power and authority.

Failed pruning could be attempted again, but a failed rebellion meant the end.
That's why she had been gathering evidence carefully, planning to cut away the rotting top with certainty.

*If only I had moved a little sooner...*

After briefly considering the scenario, Ha-Young concluded it would have failed anyway and sighed internally.
Enough—no use dwelling on the past. What matters is the present.

Having organized her thoughts, Ha-Young opened her eyes and looked around.
After several clashes, the heat seemed to have dissipated, and the conference room had returned to its original quiet state.

Tap, tap, tap.

As she tapped the table with her index finger, Ha-Young rolled her eyes toward the Association President's seat.
Surely he must have received the news, yet he still hadn't shown himself.

"By the way... where is the President and what is he doing that he still hasn't appeared?"

"Is it really possible that no one knows the President's whereabouts?"

"Do you know something we don't?"

"Ahem..."

Just as the conversation started, the conference room door opened, and an elderly man with slicked-back white hair walked in.
Despite being over seventy, his imposing physique and the burn scar covering half his face gave him an air of seasoned strength.

"It's been a while since I've seen all your faces."

Despite surely having heard everything about what had happened at the Association, the President remained completely composed.
The directors and S-Class Heroes could only stare blankly at his face.

Ignoring their stares, the President walked to his seat and said as he sat down:

"Why are you all staring? Sit down. You called me here because there's an important matter, didn't you?"

Everyone was taken aback by his natural demeanor.
The President's attitude was so nonchalant that it seemed as if he had no idea what had happened.

Finally, one of the directors sighed and spoke up.

"Do you not know what's going on? How can the Association President not know what's happening in his own Association?"

"I know. There was some... 'unfortunate incident' in the Association's basement, wasn't there?"

His deliberate avoidance of mentioning the human experimentation satisfied some who didn't show it outwardly, while others clearly displayed their discomfort.

As everyone briefly fell silent, Ha-Young spoke for the first time.

"Yes. Artificial monster experiments were taking place in the Association's basement."

"Truly terrible."

"And a violation of international law."

"Certainly deserving of condemnation."

*Is he going to keep pretending not to know until the end?* Ha-Young's eyes trembled slightly as she looked at the President.
The President, who had been shaking his head as if in regret, looked at Ha-Young and continued.

"So what do you suggest we do, Vice Chairman Seo Ha-Young? Do you think we should make this public and punish everyone involved?"

"That would be the right thing to do. Artificial monster experiments violate international law."

"You're right."

The President nodded at Ha-Young's words.
Ha-Young frowned at how easily he seemed to agree.

*What is this old man trying to say...*

Just as Ha-Young was thinking this, the President spoke.

"But as you know, the world doesn't always operate according to what's right. Sometimes we must do things we know aren't right."

"Heroes should always do what's right."

"That's precisely why I want to put this matter to rest. If this gets out, it could shake the Association's standing, and in the worst case, the Association might not be able to continue existing."

"Are you suggesting we bury the victims? We are the Hero Association. Shouldn't we, of all organizations, avoid doing such things?"

"It's a small sacrifice for the greater good. If their sacrifice can maintain the safety of tens of millions of citizens, isn't that also right?"

"What greater good? Peace achieved through someone's sacrifice? That's just burying your head in the sand."

"Heh, I can hardly believe these idealistic words are coming from you. Don't you think so? The Ice Witch who devised operations accepting countless sacrifices for the greater good."

"This is no longer the era of Hunters."

"Times change, but people don't. This matter too should be handled the same way."

Those blinded by self-interest nodded in agreement with the President's words.
But the others either laughed in disbelief or sighed, finding it absurd that he was moving the conversation forward when nothing had been resolved.

After confirming that there were such people present, Ha-Young immediately countered the President's words.

"That's sophistry."

"Hmm."

"The real issue isn't that human experimentation happened at the Association, but 'who' conducted these experiments, isn't it? Don't obscure the core problem by talking about interests."

Several people nodded in agreement, and the President, as before, nodded and said:

"Then can you bring in the mastermind behind this incident?"

"More wordplay. We need to bring in everyone involved, not just the mastermind. And one of them is right here in this room."

With those words, Ha-Young stood up abruptly and looked at the President, who chuckled and said:

"Can you take responsibility for your words?"

At the President's challenge, as if doubting her audacity, Ha-Young recalled what Choi Hyun always used to say.
*I never thought I'd be saying this myself.* Smiling inwardly, Ha-Young moved to a position where she could face the President directly and said:

"If I couldn't take responsibility, I wouldn't have started this in the first place."

With those words, Ha-Young pulled out a document.

Ch.172 - The True Face
As soon as Ha-Young pulled out the documents, the Association President's lower eyelids twitched subtly.
Others, caught off guard by the sudden situation, failed to notice, but Ha-Young, who hadn't taken her eyes off the Association President from beginning to end, caught it.

*If this were the past, you wouldn't have even blinked. I guess even you're getting old.*

Though she had only compiled the most significant issues—knowing that discussing tax evasion, bribes, and embezzlement would be endless—the document still exceeded three pages.

Rather than just aging, how did you become so corrupt?
Ha-Young concealed her bitter feelings as she began reading from the prepared documents.

"First, I'd like to ask about the current situation. The weapons that should have been stored in the Level 9 warehouse are missing. I understand they're now stored on Level 11. How did this happen?"

"Level 9 was previously used as a bunker and has multiple entrances. We created Level 11, which has only one entrance, to store them there. Hasn't this been discussed several times before?"

Indeed, such discussions had occurred.
There had been concerns about having too many entrances creating security gaps.

But these concerns were frequently dismissed due to the burden of construction costs and the argument that things had been fine until now, so they would continue to be fine.

While the latter earned criticism, the former wasn't entirely wrong.

Level 11—not just any floor—represented a burdensome expense even for the wealthy Association, just to relocate a single weapon.

"Good intentions don't justify improper procedures. This should have been a major decision requiring a meeting with S-Class Heroes and directors."

"You don't think I did this without reason, do you? Harmageddon is openly targeting the monster Yu Sia, who was made from the Berserk Dragon, and there's even a Harmageddon spy in the Association."

At the mention of a spy, the directors seated around the table murmured in shock.

"What? There's a spy in the Association? Is that true?"

"It seems you weren't aware. Yes, I found it suspicious that our recent operations kept failing, so I investigated. Now, why would they plant a spy in our Association?"

The Association President turned the question back to Ha-Young, who set down her documents before answering.

"You're saying you acted alone because you were certain they would target the Berserk Dragon's weapon, and with a spy inside the Association, you needed to take precautions."

"Exactly. That's why I covered the construction costs from my own pocket. I'm broke now because of it. Heh heh... Of course, moving the weapon without saying anything was my mistake, and I apologize for that."

The Association President admitted his fault while maintaining a relaxed demeanor, even cracking jokes.

The directors nodded, finding his explanation reasonable, but they still wondered about the biological experiments on Level 9. Meanwhile, the Heroes who had personally verified what was on Level 9 and knew the detailed situation remained coldly silent.

Ha-Young shared their sentiment and gazed at the Association President with a frigid expression.

"A-Class Hero Ryu Hwa, who was the first to go down to Level 11, brought back this."

With those words, Ha-Young pulled a special container from her bag and placed it on the table.
The object that landed with a thud was a fragment of melted Adamantium.

Though tiny, about the size of a pinky nail, it still retained the heat from when it melted, causing heat waves to rise around it.

The heat was so intense that even with the special container, the surrounding area felt uncomfortably warm.

At first glance, it resembled platinum or alloy steel, causing those who had only heard about Adamantium but never seen it to look puzzled.

One of them instinctively reached out but quickly withdrew their hand after feeling the heat.

"It may look like an ordinary metal, but it still retains heat hours after melting. Just that tiny piece of metal."

"So that's..."

"Yes, it's Adamantium. A Gate byproduct that requires majority approval from executives and S-Class Heroes to use. Did you use this for the same reason, Director?"

"Yes, it was unavoidable."

"That's strange. The amount of Adamantium in the Association's storage hasn't changed. May I ask about the source of this Adamantium?"

The Association President merely smiled at Ha-Young's question.
Despite feeling uncomfortable with his challenging attitude, Ha-Young continued.

"Most of you here know that Adamantium is an extremely rare metal that occasionally comes from Gates. Recognized for its usefulness and rarity, it's specially designated and stored by the government. As a result, the Hero Association possesses only a limited quantity."

Pausing briefly, Ha-Young shuffled through her documents and pulled out the blueprint for the Level 11 door.

"Three meters high, five meters wide, and ten centimeters thick. Simple calculation puts it at 11 tons. Unless you received some Adamantium support program from the government that we don't know about, this amount is impossible. You're saying you borrowed this much Adamantium from the government? You personally, when you're at odds with both Congress and the administration?"

"It was something that had to be done for the country. We couldn't risk another accident with the Berserk Dragon's weapon."

"So I inquired directly with the administration. Since they're at odds with the Association, it took time to find out... but the amount of Adamantium in national storage hasn't changed from three, four, or five years ago. How do you explain this?"

The Association President remained silent again, and Ha-Young pressed her advantage.

"There were rumors about hiding an unclosed Gate or bringing it in through illegal channels, but I won't dwell on allegations without evidence. I'd like to believe you haven't fallen that far."

In truth, she was implying there were many other issues to address.
Though not stated explicitly, her meaning was clear.

"Now, let's move on to the most important part. Were you aware of the Artificial Monster Experiment taking place in the Level 9 vault after moving the Berserk Dragon's weapon?"

If he knew, he'd face arrest for violating international law; if he didn't, his incompetence would be extreme, requiring him to step down.
Either way, the Association President was left with only the worst options.

As Ha-Young glared coldly at the Association President...
Someone's phone rang.

~♩

As a popular girl group's song filled the meeting room, everyone showed visible discomfort.
Of all times, during this crucial meeting—not even on vibrate, but with the ringtone blaring.

Following the sound, everyone's gazes converged on one spot.
At the end of those gazes sat none other than the Association President.

While everyone was stunned by the unexpectedly light ringtone from the Association President...
He pulled out green glasses from inside his jacket, put them on, and leaned back in his chair.

*Green glasses?*

The Association President did wear glasses, but he always insisted on large, round gold-framed ones.
Otherwise, he claimed he couldn't read because he couldn't see well.

But the glasses he was wearing now had a green frame with small lenses—purely fashion glasses.

For a moment, a hypothesis formed in Ha-Young's mind, but she immediately dismissed it.

She thought there was no way the Association President could be fake—it was absurd.
But that thought was immediately disproven when the Association President opened his mouth.

"Ah, I can't do this anymore, I just can't."

"What...?"

"Huh? Didn't you hear me? Was I speaking too quietly? I said I can't keep this up anymore. Well, to be precise, I can't continue even if I wanted to~"

The light tone was impossible to associate with a man over seventy.
Sensing something was wrong, the S-Class Heroes immediately stood up to apprehend the Association President.

At that moment, he tore open his coat.
When the bomb vest hidden underneath was revealed, everyone trying to subdue him had no choice but to stop.

"A bomb!!"

"Yes~ It's a bomb~ If you don't want to die, you'd better not touch me, okay?"

As the Association President—no, someone disguised as the Association President—spoke, his face began to melt away.
Starting with his facial structure, then his height, voice, hair color, and even gender.

"You...!"

"Hello~! Long time no see, everyone~"

The person who revealed themselves was a wanted criminal who had committed fraud worth tens of billions of won years ago by abusing their ability.

"Did you miss me?"

It was Violet, an executive of Harmageddon.

Ch.173 - It's Not Over Yet.
Violet.

Real name, age, and nationality unknown. She's a stateless person with no record of even having a birth certificate. A wanted criminal who has misused her abilities to commit fraud worth tens of billions of won and carried out bombings and poison gas attacks.

Such a person had been impersonating the Association President.

Since when?
More importantly, how?

The fact that the Association President was a fake shocked not only the board of directors but even the S-Class Heroes.
Anyone would be shocked.

It wasn't just anyone—the person who had been sitting in a position of responsibility over an entire organization, who could make all decisions for the Association, was a fake—and a vicious terrorist at that.

"Hmm-hmm-hmm~"

Humming to herself while fiddling with her phone, Violet casually tossed it onto the table and looked around the room with a smile.

"Ahaha! Oh my, I just can't quit this because of those stupid expressions on your faces~"

Violet cackled at the shocked people and put her feet up on the table.
Everyone frowned at her behavior, but she wiggled her feet as if taunting them.

In this relatively calm moment, Ha-Young observed Violet's every move and quietly thought.

What she needed to do now wasn't to figure out the opponent's intentions or predict their plans, but to resolve the immediate situation.

The enemy had bombs strapped to her body.
From chest to waist, even if there were none on her back, there were at least 30 bombs.

That amount was enough to blow up the entire conference room.

The S-Class Heroes might somehow protect themselves, but the directors, whose only special ability was management skill, couldn't. The moment the bombs went off, the directors' lives would be lost.

If these prominent figures in the business world suddenly lost their lives, the repercussions would be enormous.
Not only that, but the Hero Association's authority would completely collapse.

The government might be able to handle it, but the chaos that would follow the Association's collapse would be significant.
The Hero Association's mere existence served as a deterrent to criminals.

*Should I kill her?*

After briefly considering it, Ha-Young abandoned the plan.
She remembered what Sia had told her in the car about Han Yeong-Seok.

*Since she's also from Harmageddon, Violet might have the same setup where the bombs detonate when she dies. I can't take that risk and kill her.*

A way to neutralize the bombs?
There was no way while the opponent held the detonator. Even killing her wasn't an option.

Everyone here was a hostage.
In the end, the only thing they could do right now was to negotiate.

"What do you want?"

"Huh? What are you talking about? I didn't say anything."

Violet shrugged and avoided answering.

Anyone would be frustrated by her apparent nonchalance, but Ha-Young had spent enough time in this filthy world to calmly deal with Violet.

"You wouldn't impersonate the Association President without a purpose. You must want something to have done all this."

Ha-Young said this, but she also didn't dismiss the possibility that it was simply a crime for pleasure.
After all, most of Violet's criminal history consisted of indiscriminate terrorism against people who had no connection to her.

"Ah, that's the problem with smart people. They always think there must be a reason for bad deeds, that there must be some backstory... That's why."

"You have no reason?"

"No, of course I have a reason."

Violet shrugged, crossed her legs, and smiled broadly.
It was a pure, innocent smile like that of a seven or eight-year-old child.

"It's fun, isn't it? Seeing people happy about earning a tiny bit of money, then immediately losing millions and falling into despair. Or begging for their lives, then getting a bullet in the back of their head after I let them go. The screaming is so much fun."

"You kill people for such trivial reasons!? Is that what humans do!?"

One of the executives, unable to contain his anger, shouted, but he flinched when he saw Violet's puzzled gaze directed at him.

Hmm, Violet hummed, tilting her head in confusion.

"I kill people precisely because the reasons are trivial."

"What...?"

"You eat because you're hungry. You play games because you're bored. You meet people because you're lonely... Human reasons for action are that simple, right? I'm the same. Because it's fun."

Some were shocked by her absurd reasoning, others let out hollow laughs, and some were furious.
The criminal who had ruined hundreds of lives and driven hundreds to death claimed her only reason was fun.

While everyone remained silent, Ha-Young, who had quickly assessed the opponent's character, spoke with a cold expression.

"So you did all this for fun too?"

"Huh? No, I'm doing this because the boss told me to."

"I guess that person promised to show you something more fun. Like the collapse of the Association... or creating a world where you can run wild."

"Wow, are you really that smart? How did you know? Wow, I haven't heard lines like that in ages. When I first met the boss seven years ago in front of the Gate near Hongdae—"

Violet began talking excitedly like a child.
She started with the story of how she first met her boss and went on to talk about all the crimes she had committed.

Meanwhile, Ha-Young quickly organized the situation in her mind.

If they wanted to bring down the Association, it would have been enough to leak information about the artificial monster experiments on the 9th floor to the mass media.

With the Association's position already precarious due to the consecutive terrorist attacks and monster appearances since Harmageddon began running wild, revealing the artificial monster experiments would have been checkmate.

The government, which already viewed the Association as a thorn in its side, would immediately pressure it to disband, and public opinion, which had barely been maintaining the Association, would completely turn against it.

Yet she "deliberately" appeared as the Association President, pretended to manage the situation, and only later revealed her identity.
Why?

*She's not targeting us.*

And then she realized.
Violet's presence here was simply a delaying tactic.

"Huh? What are you doing?"

Ring ring...

"If you don't hang up that phone, I'll blow myself up. Dying in a blast with all these distinguished people would be a satisfying end for me."

Violet casually waved the detonator.
Ha-Young glanced at her briefly before turning her attention back to the phone.

"Oh my, I'm being ignored. That makes me feel bad. Should I press it~"

As she rubbed the red button with her thumb, those closest to her turned pale and backed away.

"Director Seo Ha-Young!! H-hang up the phone quickly!"

"Th-that's right! Rather than dying stupidly here, we should at least try to survive! We need to live to fight another day!"

The directors, unaccustomed to such situations, fell for Violet's threat and tried to stop Ha-Young, but she stared at Violet without blinking.

Her emotionless gaze, like looking at an inanimate object, was so cold that even Violet flinched.

"Your boss told you they would 'show you something,' and you agreed, so you're here. Given your personality, it doesn't make sense that you'd die without seeing that interesting spectacle."

"Ahaha, we have a psychology doctor here~ Are you really believing a con artist? Who would do such a foolish thing?"

"You've been waiting for someone's call since you entered the conference room. You revealed your identity as soon as the call came in. If you just wanted to leave or escape, why risk your life to buy time? No, that means you have some other objective. Using a speakerphone to relay the situation while pretending to hang up, and buying time with 'fake bombs'—what's your goal?"

In response to Ha-Young's confident statement, Violet just smiled.
Then Ha-Young threw her phone on the table. The caller ID showed none other than "Association President."

[The customer is on another call. After the beep, you will be connected to voicemail. After connecting, the call charge will—]

"Yu Sia. That's your target."

"This is why I hate smart people."

Violet smiled and jumped to her feet.

"Boss~ Are you listening? I think I'm screwed. Can you get me out of here quickly?"

[Yes, we're done here anyway, so I'll get you out soon.]

"Catch her!!"

At Ha-Young's shout, the heroes around lunged toward Violet, but she pressed the detonator faster.

"Kyaak! I'm scared!"

With a click, smoke began to rise from the vest Violet was wearing.
As dozens of smoke bombs went off simultaneously, the conference room was instantly filled with smoke.

"Bye-bye, everyone~ Hope we never meet again~"

"Damn it...!"

Then there was a brief sound of something tearing, and then silence.
Thinking she had jumped out the window, the heroes immediately checked, but the windows were intact.

"Ventilate the room first!!"

At Ha-Young's command, they opened all doors and windows, but by the time the smoke cleared, Violet was already gone.

Before they could even express frustration at another failure.

Boom boom boom...

The Association building shook, signaling that the situation was far from over.

Ch.174 - For A Friend
Human's surface consciousness is heavily influenced by their deep consciousness.

For example, someone who has experienced a major fire naturally becomes afraid of fire, or someone who has been bitten by a dog becomes afraid of dogs.

Or like crossing your legs while sitting despite knowing it's bad for your back, or smoking despite knowing it's harmful to your body.

Simply put, deep consciousness is the unconscious mind.

That's why Yu Sia—the Light Dragon who had lost control of her unconscious mind—trembled with uncontrollable rage the moment she saw Choi Hyun standing before her.

It felt as if she had encountered her mortal enemy, and if she surrendered to her emotions even for a moment, she might rush forward and tear Choi Hyun to pieces.

*What's happening? My body is moving on its own?*

But the Light Dragon was an ancient dragon who had lived for countless millennia, making a thousand years seem trivial.

Not only could she control her emotions sufficiently, but as a consciousness living in Yu Sia's body after losing her own, she quickly noticed something was wrong.

*Tsk, I expected this, but it's finally happening.*

The Light Dragon looked down at her trembling hands and clicked her tongue inwardly.
If she stayed like this, she would definitely cause an incident.

And anyone who wasn't a fool would know that would be the worst possible outcome for Yu Sia.
With a deep sigh, the Light Dragon squeezed her eyes shut, slumped down, and called out to Choi Hyun.

"Choi Hyun."

Choi Hyun, who had been cleaning up the area with other Heroes, quickly looked up at Yu Sia's voice, but noticing the different way she addressed him, he realized her consciousness hadn't changed back and made a sour face.

"What?"

"I'll only say this once, so listen carefully. Yu Sia is in danger right now."

Realizing this was no time to hesitate, Hyun immediately approached the Light Dragon.
But as soon as he got close, the Light Dragon flared her nostrils, spread her wings wide, and bared her teeth threateningly.

Unlike when Yu Sia playfully imitated this behavior, the pressure was completely different, startling Choi Hyun into flinching and stopping in his tracks.
Why was she suddenly so defensive? If Sia was in danger, didn't she need help?

"Don't come any closer. Listen from there. Just smelling your scent makes me uncomfortable right now."

"What are you talking about...?"

Hyun couldn't understand why the Light Dragon, who had never been friendly but at least wasn't hostile, was suddenly wary of him.
Moreover, it wasn't just wariness—it felt closer to disgust, which confused him even more.

After a moment of consideration, Hyun finally stepped back, and only then did the Light Dragon seem to stabilize somewhat, folding her wings and sitting down.

Still unable to hide her discomfort, she frowned and scratched the ground with her nails, sighing four more times before speaking again.

"Yu Sia's mental barrier collapsed because of what happened earlier. I suspect it's because she felt relief after solving the biggest problem, combined with the shock of experiencing something too horrific for her to accept."

"Then... what happens now? Can't she come back!?"

"Don't answer. Don't ask anything, just shut up and listen quietly. I'm barely controlling my boiling emotions right now."

Just hearing her voice was this bad—what on earth was happening?
Seeing the Light Dragon trembling while maintaining a calm face, Hyun had no choice but to keep his mouth shut.

*I'd rather she be openly hostile than this... seeing her like this with that calm face is driving me crazy.*

Right now, the Light Dragon was literally like a bomb that could go off at any moment.
A bomb with no timer or warning light. So Choi Hyun, more tense than usual, moved the other Heroes back.

"Just because a mental barrier collapses doesn't mean someone becomes a vegetable. The mind of any living being maintains homeostasis as long as they're not dead, so even if it completely collapses, it will naturally recover over time. That's not the problem. While Yu Sia's mind was temporarily collapsed and I came to the surface consciousness in her place, someone invaded Yu Sia's deep consciousness."

What was she talking about? What exactly was going on?
Choi Hyun almost asked these questions but remembered the Light Dragon's stern warning and kept his mouth shut.

Fortunately, she didn't react to him opening and closing his mouth, and continued speaking without any particular response.

"You probably know who's been targeting Yu Sia all this time. Yes, the leader of Harmageddon. Everything up to this moment has been part of that bastard's scheme. They've invaded Yu Sia's deep consciousness to control her according to their will. And their target is you, Choi Hyun."

"Me?"

Choi Hyun finally couldn't hold back and spoke.
At that moment, the Light Dragon's ears twitched, but she showed no further reaction.

Choi Hyun, who had been tensing his body to move at any moment, swallowed dryly, secretly relieved by the lack of response.

After sitting quietly for a while without saying anything, the Light Dragon finally spoke again after a long time.

"I suspect that person, like Yu Sia, modified their body with dragon remains. That's probably why they could access Yu Sia's deep consciousness. Because they're both within the same framework of the Light Dragon. That's all I can determine for now. What's important is what comes next, so listen carefully."

The Light Dragon opened her eyes and tapped her horn with her nail.

"Break the horn. Left or right, it doesn't matter. A dragon's horns aren't just decorations. They're used for various purposes, from maintaining balance to communication. A dragon's vocal organs are different from humans'. Opening our mouths only produces roars, so we communicate through these horns—similar to what you call telepathy."

Indeed, whenever Yu Sia experienced mental interference, she felt pain in her horns and head.
Choi Hyun had witnessed this several times and could understand what the Light Dragon was saying.

"So you need to break the horn. That's the only way to prevent them from entering Yu Sia's mind. Don't hesitate, break it in one go. You've done it before, so it shouldn't be difficult..."

Her voice grew quieter toward the end, becoming almost a mumble by the last part, but it was still clear enough for Choi Hyun with his superhuman abilities.

"I can't do it myself. This isn't my body, and as just a surface consciousness, I can't overcome the survival instinct of two beings to harm myself."

The Light Dragon continued speaking, seeing that her meaning had been conveyed to Choi Hyun, whose eyes were wide with shock.

"After that, put on a collar. Anything made from my remains will do. If my consciousness strengthens, I can somehow suppress the invader's consciousness in the deep mind. Nod if you understand."

Even after the Light Dragon finished speaking, Choi Hyun couldn't nod.
It wasn't because he was too stupid to understand what she was saying.

She had explained it clearly enough for even someone with limited intelligence to understand.
The reason Choi Hyun couldn't nod was because of his trauma of having to attack a friend with his own hands.

—Cut it. It's okay.

As the image of his master from the past flashed before his eyes, Choi Hyun gritted his teeth and covered his face with one hand.

Choi Hyun wasn't a fool either.
If Yu Sia went berserk here, regardless of either Yu Sia's or Choi Hyun's wishes, she would become a "target for elimination."

Even the current Association break-in was being overlooked because of the special circumstances involving the Artificial Monster Experiment, but it wasn't completely resolved.
Once the current meeting ended, his and Yu Sia's fate would be decided.

Of course, looking at this incident alone, they might somehow get through it, but if another accident happened here, there would truly be no way out.

He had to do it, even if he didn't want to.
He had to attack his friend to save his friend.

"This is the only way to save Yu Sia."

After agonizing and biting his lip, Choi Hyun finally had no choice but to nod at the Light Dragon's words.
He vaguely sensed that this was indeed the only solution.

The Light Dragon nodded at Choi Hyun's response and stood up.

"Once you start approaching, I'll go wild beyond what my consciousness can control. So make sure the collar is prepared as quickly as possible. If I were in a normal state, I could have suppressed it for months, but as you saw earlier, I've been blocking mental interference from hundreds of humans, so it's a bit overwhelming."

The other Heroes nearby had also heard this conversation, so they all swallowed dryly and readied themselves.
Choi Hyun stepped forward ahead of them and threw off the coat he was wearing.

"Go down to Level B11 and bring the armor made from the Light Dragon's carapace. I'll handle this alone."

"But...!"

"It's only dangerous for you all to be here anyway. Please bring it as quickly as possible, and send a support request to Ha-Young noona and the other S-Class Heroes. Please."

At Choi Hyun's request, the Heroes around quickly made their decision and immediately ran out of the 9th floor.
At the same time, the Light Dragon, who had been hanging her head and trembling intermittently, looked up.

Her blood-red eyes gleamed in the darkness.

Ch.175 - You're A Hero, I'm A Monster
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

The most difficult fight is one where you must subdue your opponent.
Especially when that opponent is trying to kill you, the difficulty rises exponentially.

Add to that if your opponent is stronger than you... well, there's nothing more to say.
Choi Hyun swallowed dryly as he stared at Yu Sia, who was just standing there.

Even though he thought that if he had to do this anyway, he should end it as quickly as possible, he couldn't move carelessly.

*I can't make the first move.*

Based on his experience of taking a few hits from Yu Sia when she was in her right mind, he concluded that rushing headfirst against Yu Sia at full power would be nothing short of suicide.

A playfully swung wing had cracked his ribs, claws that could tear through steel, and Breath that could melt even Adamantium.
Though her body had shrunk, her strength was comparable to a real Berserk Dragon.

What made it worse was that all that dragon power was packed into that small body, making her hundreds of times more troublesome.
Fast and strong, yet small and hard to catch.

That's why Choi Hyun decided to first assess Yu Sia's condition.
If things looked bad, he planned to stall for time somehow.

*First... I need to figure out how she moves.*

Yu Sia, watching Choi Hyun, flared her nostrils as if sniffing the air, then growled like a beast with all four limbs on the ground.

Then she charged straight at Choi Hyun.
But to Choi Hyun's eyes, Yu Sia on all fours seemed to disappear in the blink of an eye.

Her speed was so ridiculous that his eyes couldn't follow.

BOOM!! The floor made of Behemoth carapace shattered from the impact, and Choi Hyun couldn't react until he felt Yu Sia's claws graze his cheek.

*What kind of speed is this!?*

Gritting his teeth, Choi Hyun turned around to see a pair of red eyes staring at him, with legs embedded in the wall.

Feeling a chill run down his spine, Choi Hyun threw himself backward. At that moment, with another BOOM!!, the wall exploded as Yu Sia appeared where Choi Hyun had been standing.

"Grrrr..."

"What are you, some kind of beast? Use words, words!!"

Trying to ease his tension even slightly—knowing he'd die if he tensed up for even a moment—he joked as he usually would, but it couldn't reach Yu Sia who had already gone berserk.

Instead, hearing his voice, Yu Sia bared her teeth and charged at him.

"Kuk...!"

The one fortunate thing was that in her berserk state, Yu Sia wasn't fighting like a human but rather charging recklessly like a beast.

If that hadn't been the case, Choi Hyun would have died a hundred times over by now.
Even Choi Hyun, who was on the receiving end, knew this.

*If I'm half-hearted about this, I'll die first. Let's end this as quickly as possible, with a swift decisive blow.*

Having made his decision, Choi Hyun abandoned the idea of subduing her and took his stance.
He clenched his teeth, deciding to use an ability he hadn't used since his final battle with the Berserk Dragon.

Thump, thump, thump.
A sound like beating drums echoed as blood vessels appeared in Choi Hyun's eyes.

A brutally simple ability that forcibly activated his entire body, pushing it beyond normal limits.
An ability with nothing but side effects, trading lifespan for overwhelming physical capabilities.

Perhaps sensing that Choi Hyun's aura had changed even in her berserk state, Yu Sia stopped charging mindlessly and watched him.

"Huff..."

*Noona would be angry if she knew.*

With a bitter smile, Choi Hyun frowned at his throbbing heart and leaped toward Yu Sia.

BOOM! He moved with explosive speed that cracked the floor, no less impressive than Yu Sia's, but Yu Sia tracked his movements with her eyes and charged right back.

Yu Sia swung her hand at Choi Hyun's neck, but as soon as he saw it, he grabbed her arm and threw her.
Using Yu Sia's own momentum against her, the throw sent her crashing into the ground.

CRASH!!

"Kahahk!?"

With the tremendous impact on her back, Yu Sia spat out her breath, twisted her body, and quickly got back up.

"Grrrr... Grrrrrr...!!"

"Yeah, it wouldn't end that easily."

Seeing those eyes full of killing intent, Choi Hyun smiled bitterly and rolled his shoulders lightly.
Yu Sia eyed him cautiously for a moment before charging again.

There was no prediction, anticipation, or psychological warfare.
Yu Sia's attacks were like those of a wild beast, driven by rage and relying solely on overwhelming physical prowess.

Having figured this out after several clashes, Choi Hyun reached out to use her charging momentum again, just like before.
But at that very moment,

Flap!

Yu Sia spread her wings, which she had kept folded until now, and drastically reduced her speed.
In that instant, alarm bells rang in Choi Hyun's head. His survival instinct screamed that he would die if he didn't dodge right now.

"Kuk...!?"

Where should he dodge? How? Could he reach? What about speed?
In that split second that felt like time had stopped, dozens of simulations ran through Choi Hyun's mind.

The conclusion he reached was that he "couldn't dodge."
His arm was already extended, and Yu Sia had swung her arm while reducing her speed.

If he fell backward, she would mount him, and if he kept his arm extended, it would be severed.
Even if he tried to dodge, the situation would be similar. So he thought the opposite.

*I'll push in...!*

All or nothing.
Choi Hyun decided to charge at Yu Sia and try to mount her instead.

But far from being flustered, Yu Sia bared her teeth and smiled.

"Got you."

"What...!?"

Yu Sia—or rather, Han Yeong-Seok who had taken over Yu Sia's deep consciousness—said that and bit into Choi Hyun's shoulder.
Clenching his teeth, Choi Hyun grimaced, grabbed his opponent's neck, and threw her away.

Her mouth was too small to completely tear off his shoulder, but the wound was deep enough to expose bone.
And unfortunately, it was his right shoulder, so Choi Hyun clicked his tongue as he looked down at his right arm, which he couldn't use properly.

"Don't tell me, you were acting from the beginning?"

"Ptui. Well... yes. Think about it. Would a Berserk Dragon that could communicate so well really charge like a beast just because it went berserk? Maybe if she had breathed fire from the start, but even if it wasn't berserk but rather her consciousness being taken over by her deep consciousness, who would be in that deep consciousness? It's just me and Yu Sia, right?"

At that unpleasantly cackling figure, Choi Hyun felt an inexplicable sense of déjà vu.
And it didn't take long to realize the source of that feeling.

"You, during the Giman Catastrophe. Was that you too?"

Choi Hyun himself had been closest to the Berserk Dragon at that time.
The dragon, which he thought was dead, suddenly opened its eyes and "smiled" just like this.

At Choi Hyun's words, Han Yeong-Seok clapped his hands with that distinctively unpleasant smile.

"Yes, that's right. It was me."

"Why on earth!!"

"You people always ask the same question when faced with a problem you don't understand. Why did you do it, what's the reason..."

Han Yeong-Seok sighed deeply and looked at Choi Hyun with a cold expression.
It was a look not of jest or joke, but of mortal enemies.

"Revenge."

"What...?"

"When you opened the Gates, you provoked the demons. Because of that, our world was completely destroyed, and my family, friends, colleagues—everyone died at the hands of berserk demons. All because of your greed."

"There were... people beyond the Gate?"

"Did you think there weren't? In the world beyond the Gate, you were the humans from beyond the Gate. The culprits who destroyed our peaceful world. So I decided to take revenge. In the same way."

After saying that, Han Yeong-Seok fell silent for a moment, looking down at his hands, then chuckled and shrugged.

"Is what you'd believe if I said it? Ahaha, come on. Why so serious? It's a joke, just a joke."

With the atmosphere suddenly lightening, Choi Hyun was confused, unable to distinguish whether Han Yeong-Seok's words were a joke or the truth.
After rolling his eyes for a moment, Choi Hyun composed himself and glared at Han Yeong-Seok.

"I don't care whether it's a joke or not."

"Huh?"

"What's important to me right now isn't your story, but saving Yu Sia."

At the determined look in his eyes, Han Yeong-Seok wiped the smile off his face and took his stance.
Further conversation was unnecessary; the two men, glaring at each other, charged at one another without hesitation.

* * *

It hurts...
When I regained consciousness after floundering in deep darkness, what I felt was pain throughout my body.

Of course, nothing seemed broken or torn, but everything just hurt all over.

Where am I...? As I thought this and barely opened my eyes, what entered my vision was the pungent smell of blood and my hands stained bright red.

"Huh...?"

A hallucination? No, definitely not a hallucination. It was a smell I could never mistake.
It was the exact same smell as when I was covered in blood after killing the Monster at the hospital.

Did I kill someone? Who? When?
As I looked down at my blood-stained hands in confusion, I heard a squelching sound, and then one of my horns was grabbed.

I didn't feel any discomfort.
There was only one person who could touch my horns without causing me discomfort.

Even a fool would realize it.
That the person I had attacked, attacked until my hands were covered in blood, was Choi Hyun.

Swallowing dryly, I raised my creaking neck, and I saw it.

Despite his side being torn open, using one hand to keep his intestines from spilling out, despite having a wound on his right shoulder so deep the bone was exposed, despite half his face being burned so badly he couldn't open his eye.

He was looking at me with a forced smile.

"Ah... uh..."

"I'm... sorry... It took... a little... long..."

After saying that, Hyun closed his mouth for a moment, looked at me, and then closed his eyes as he spoke.

"Just bear with it... a little..."

"What do you...?"

Crack.
Suddenly, my vision spun.

What? What just happened?
Why is Hyun holding my horn?

"Ah, ugh...! Kuhh... Aaaah!!"

I had a mountain of questions, but I couldn't continue my thoughts.
A terrible pain came with a ringing in my ears.

Ch.176 - Familiar Ceiling
When I regained consciousness, the first things I saw were a white ceiling and pale yellow curtains.
*This ceiling looks familiar...* I blinked groggily, feeling a heaviness throughout my body.

Of course it was familiar. It was the hospital ceiling I'd spent quite a long time staring at.

After realizing I was in a hospital, I tried to remember why I was here. As I searched my memories, flashes of what happened in the Association's underground facility came back to me.

"Hyun...! Ugh...!"

A pain like hammers pounding against my skull made me tremble. The unbearable dizziness and pain forced me to abandon my attempt to sit up, and I fell back onto the bed.

*Why does my head hurt so much...*

Instinctively touching my forehead due to the terrible headache, I noticed something strangely empty on one side of my head. I felt around that area. Thanks to my large hands, I quickly realized what was missing.

Actually, I would have noticed regardless. There was only one thing that could have disappeared from my head, and its presence had always been enormous.

*My horn...*

One of my pair of large horns, each about 20cm long, was gone—specifically, the right one.
Why was it gone? Why? Was there any reason for it to disappear? And why just one side?

As I was feeling the spot where my horn used to be in confusion, my large hand accidentally touched the root of the remaining horn.
It was just a brief moment, barely a second, but I immediately knew something was wrong.

Come to think of it, even when my horns were intact, they were so sensitive that if someone grabbed and shook them, it felt like my brain was rattling. When such a sensitive part is broken off and I touch the wound, of course it would hurt.

The pain that had been slowly building suddenly exploded.

"Argh!? Ugh...! Nnngh...!!"

It felt like lightning struck my head—my vision flashed and it seemed like all the blood in my body rushed toward my broken horn.

The pain was incomparably more intense than the headache I'd felt when trying to get up. I couldn't even think about removing my hand and just trembled violently.

It was like stubbing your pinky toe on a bookshelf corner and breaking the nail. Multiply that by 100, and that's what this felt like.

It hurt so badly I couldn't touch it, but not touching it made it throb painfully...
In the end, I couldn't do anything but keep my hand near my horn while swallowing the scream that threatened to escape.

I wasn't holding back for anyone else's sake—I just thought screaming would make my head reverberate and hurt even more.

Fortunately, the pain didn't last too long, and I was finally able to lower my hand after it subsided somewhat.

"Ughh..."

I thought my head was going to split open...
Completely drained from the terrible pain I'd experienced as soon as I woke up, I lay limp on the bed with my eyes closed.

At least there was one benefit from the pain—it helped me remember why my horn was gone.

—Just... hold on a little longer...

"...Hyun."

Yes, Hyun had broken it off.
Not someone else, but Hyun himself, while apologizing to me.

"Why..."

Why did he do it? Why would Hyun, of all people, do this to me...
Feelings of resentment and injustice surfaced.

*What am I thinking...*

No, that's not right.
Hyun wouldn't have broken my horn without a reason.

I tried hard to think that way, but the knot in my chest wouldn't easily disappear.
After struggling with my confusion, I sighed.

*I should just ask him directly.*

Yes, that's better than overthinking and misunderstanding on my own.
Really trying to think positively, I looked around for Hyun.

In situations like this, I'd always find Hyun nearby whenever I looked around, so I searched instinctively, but of course, he wasn't there.

The last time I saw Hyun before my horn was broken, he didn't have a single uninjured spot from head to toe.
With injuries that severe, probably...

"No...!"

I shook my head to clear away the terrible thought that suddenly came to mind.
Right, there's no way Hyun could be dead. He couldn't die so meaninglessly...

—I'm... sorry...

"No... No, no! That's impossible...!"

I gritted my teeth and tried to get up, but my body felt lopsided.
It was impossible to stand up normally.

But I had to get up.
I needed to confirm that Hyun was safe, or at least still alive.

*I can't collapse until then...!*

I gritted my teeth and twisted my body to lower my legs off the bed, but one side of my body strangely refused to cooperate.

I thought it was because I'd been lying down too long, and managed to lift my hips off the bed, but at that moment my left leg gave out completely, and I fell forward.

"Ugh!?"

I fell hard enough to make a clattering sound, but the broken horn hurt more than my body.

"Nngh...! Ugh...!"

After trembling from the terrible headache for a moment, I forced myself up through sheer stubbornness and willpower.
That's when I heard a scraping sound, like metal dragging across the floor.

*Metal sound...?*

Why would there be a metal sound?
I struggled to get up and looked down to see chains hanging loosely.

After staring blankly at the chains for a moment, I finally came to my senses and crawled toward the wall.

After crawling to the wall and leaning my back against it, I pulled on the chain and realized I was wearing a collar around my neck, with this chain attached to it.

I was confused.
Everything had been puzzling since I opened my eyes, but this was the most confusing and shocking of all.

Did Hyun put this on me? Or was it someone else?
Why?

It was frustrating not knowing anything.
Right, the Light Dragon. I could just ask the Light Dragon.

*Are you there? Light Dragon? Can you hear me?*

I closed my eyes tightly and called for the Light Dragon, but no matter how long I waited, there was no response.
Thinking it might be asleep, I tried calling more earnestly, but still no answer came.

Not only was the Light Dragon silent, but I couldn't feel any of the whispers or mysterious pulls that had been tormenting me until now.
Perfect silence—I couldn't hear anything except myself.

My mind was clearer than ever before, but ironically, it was also more confused than ever.
The only people who would know about this situation would be... Hyun and Noona, I guess.

In the end, those two would have all the answers to my questions.
Convinced of this, I leaned against the wall and stood up.

"Ugh..."

The left side of my body wouldn't respond properly, but I could manage to walk by leaning against the wall.
After making my way around the room by leaning on the wall, I finally reached the door—and at that exact moment, it opened.

The first thing I saw was bright red hair.
Memories of what happened underground flashed through my mind, and I instinctively stepped back, losing my balance and falling.

"Oh."

"Ugh!?"

Ryu Hwa rushed toward me in an instant and caught me as I fell.
She supported the back of my head to prevent my neck from snapping backward.

"Ah... Um..."

"...Haah."

I flinched at the sound of her deep sigh.
Am I in trouble? Wait, why did she suddenly come to see me?

As I darted my eyes around nervously, Ryu Hwa looked down at me with a stern expression.

"What were you thinking, moving around in your condition? It's dangerous."

The atmosphere was so different from when we met underground that I couldn't adjust, but I apologized anyway.

"I'm sorry..."

After my apology, Ryu Hwa silently picked me up.
I needed to go to Hyun, so I unconsciously grabbed the hem of her clothes.

"Um."

"You were going to look for Choi Hyun, weren't you? Don't go now."

Answering before I could even speak, as if she knew everything, Ryu Hwa laid me back down on the bed.
I didn't care that my efforts to go outside had been in vain.

Right now, I needed to understand what her words meant.

"What do you mean 'don't go now'...?"

No way, it couldn't be. It couldn't be what I was thinking.
Or maybe...

Swallowing hard as unpleasant thoughts filled my mind, I grabbed Ryu Hwa's arm.

"He's not... Hyun's not dead, is he?"

"He's not dead."

"Then what happened to him!? Ugh...!"

"Think about your own body first. Besides, Hyun just finished surgery and was moved to the ward, so you wouldn't be able to see him anyway. That's why I told you to rest."

At first glance, it sounded reassuring, but to me it sounded different.
Looking out the window earlier when I circled the room, I saw it was midday.

It was around the same time when Hyun and I raided the Association, so unless time had reversed, at least a day must have passed.

After all that time, he just finished surgery and was moved to the ward? I wouldn't be able to see him?
That means he had major surgery lasting over 10 hours and was admitted to intensive care.

I may be simple, but I'm not that oblivious.

"Is Hyun... in really bad condition?"

"...His life isn't in danger. The surgery went well."

"That just means he's barely alive..."

Ryu Hwa gave no response to my words.

Ch.177 - Honestly
I don't have a good relationship with Ryu Hwa.
It was like that from our first meeting, and now we've even fought, so it's only natural.

Of course, Ryu Hwa did come to apologize first at one point, so our relationship isn't that bad, but...
It's definitely not the kind of relationship where we can talk comfortably.

*Crunch, crunch.*

That's why having Ryu Hwa sitting right next to me, peeling apples, was a bit... no, very uncomfortable.
But I couldn't really complain either, as that would make me feel guilty.

Even though there were unavoidable circumstances, Ryu Hwa and I had fought with the resolve to die.
It was already awkward enough just talking to each other, let alone being nursed like this...

If I felt this way, I could only imagine how Ryu Hwa felt.
If anything, she probably felt even more uncomfortable than I did.

"Are you feeling better?"

I flinched at the sudden question while I was just awkwardly observing.

"Huh? Oh, yes... I'm fine except for some pain around my horn."

"Good. That's a relief."

After that, Ryu Hwa continued peeling apples without saying anything.
What's going on... Why is she being so kind? Or is it even kindness?

Why did Ryu Hwa come here in the first place? Noona Ha-Young... must be busy. Because of me.
And Choi Hyun is in intensive care, so of course he can't come.

...Is she watching me? Maybe not.

As I fidgeted with my hands while glancing at Ryu Hwa, she stabbed a piece of peeled apple with a fork and held it out to me.
No, that's not right. She didn't just hold it out. She brought it right up to my mouth.

*Rabbit shape...*

I was so surprised by the unexpected shape of the apple that I just stared at it for a while. Ryu Hwa pulled the apple away from my mouth and asked:

"Do you not like apples?"

"What? No, that's not it... It's just a bit awkward."

"That's understandable. We were fighting with flushed faces not too long ago. I get it. But eat anyway. You need to regain your strength."

With those words, Ryu Hwa held out the apple again, and after a moment's hesitation, I took it in my mouth.
The crisp texture and sweet-tart flavor told me this was quite an expensive apple.

As I chewed the apple for a long time because I had no molars, Ryu Hwa tried to offer me another piece, but I shook my head.

"Are you still chewing?"

"I don't have molars..."

"Ah..."

Ryu Hwa sighed in understanding and looked at me for a moment before starting to peel another apple.
...Is she planning to kill me with apples?

Just as I was thinking that, I noticed that as soon as she finished peeling the second apple, she started fidgeting with the next one. I realized that Ryu Hwa, who had been pretending to be calm, was actually feeling as awkward as I was.

Perhaps because of this strange sense of camaraderie, I felt a bit more at ease. After swallowing the apple I'd been chewing, I carefully spoke up.

"Um... What's going to happen to me now?"

"..."

Perhaps because it was a sensitive question, Ryu Hwa quietly put down the apple she was holding and offered me another piece.
This time she really did push it toward my mouth.

Of course, she didn't force it in, just gently pressed it against my lips, but that was enough to convey her meaning.

"Is the situation really bad?"

She probably doesn't want to answer that.
And if that's the case, it's probably not good news for me.

"It's kind of ridiculous for me to say this after everything I've done, but because of Harmageddon, I had no choice... No, that's not right. I just acted rashly because I didn't know when it would end otherwise. It wasn't just anywhere, but a place the Association President had hidden, so I was afraid if we took our time investigating, he might hide all the evidence and disappear... That's why I did what I did."

To be honest, I was a bit scared. What could be so bad that she was acting like this?
With my horn broken and a collar around my neck, things couldn't get much worse unless I died.

—"When dealing with a monster that has completely lost its reason, the basic principle is elimination, not suppression."

Right, that's what Choi Hyun said in court a few months ago.
Thinking about it, it wouldn't be strange if an execution order came down.

I went berserk in the Association's underground, where other Heroes were present.
I went crazy enough to mess up Choi Hyun badly and put him in intensive care.

"This time... when I went berserk... Choi Hyun stopped me."

So if I die... it wouldn't be strange.
I want to believe otherwise, but seeing Ryu Hwa still not answering, I couldn't help but think the worst.

"Breaking into the Association was all because I insisted, and Choi Hyun did nothing wrong... So..."

What would happen to Choi Hyun if I died?
Would he die like me? No, Choi Hyun isn't a monster like me; he's a human and a Hero, so he probably wouldn't die.

As I was lost in these thoughts, a surge of emotion suddenly welled up inside me.
Afraid that I might really die like this, tears welled up in my eyes, blurring my vision.

Don't cry. What have you done right to cry?
This was my choice. So stop it.

I tried to hold back my emotions by clenching my mouth shut, but once the tears started flowing, they wouldn't stop.

Drip, drip. As tears fell onto the back of my hand and I felt the weight of the metal chain around my neck, I bit my lip hard, feeling even more miserable.

"Ugh... hic, uuu..."

As I cried with the apple still in my mouth, unable to chew it properly, Ryu Hwa wiped my tears with a handkerchief.

"Don't cry. Nothing has been decided yet."

"Wha...?"

I looked at Ryu Hwa with my mouth still open, and she let out a deep sigh.

"The Association is in a state of emergency right now. Because of the incident you and Choi Hyun exposed, everything's been turned upside down. With all the talk and things to do, there probably won't be any word for a while."

"For a while... hic... what happens after it's over?"

"At least what you're imagining won't happen, so don't worry about it."

"But, I... hic... my horn is broken... and I'm wearing this collar... Isn't this to prevent me from escaping...?"

"That's not it. I don't know the details either since I wasn't fully briefed, but both the broken horn and the collar were ordered by Choi Hyun. The Association doesn't have time to worry about you right now. So don't worry too much."

"Uuu..."

I nodded at her explanation, trying to compose myself.
After a while, as I was rubbing my eyes with my sleeve, Ryu Hwa lowered my hand and wiped my eyes with her handkerchief.

"If you rub like that with your sleeve, you'll damage your skin."

"...Thank you."

"It's nothing. Don't worry about it."

After some time, when I had somewhat composed myself, I felt incredibly embarrassed.
No matter how confusing the situation was, crying like a child...

This time it wasn't because of mental interference but purely my own emotions, which made it even more embarrassing.
As I cleared my throat with a "hmm, hmm," Ryu Hwa handed me another piece of apple.

"Thank you."

I chewed the rabbit-shaped apple. After that, there wasn't much conversation.
Until I finished eating all the peeled apples, not a word was exchanged except for my expressions of gratitude.

After I finished the apples, Ryu Hwa finally spoke.

"Do you want another one?"

"Um... No, I'm a bit full now..."

"Alright."

Ryu Hwa tidied up around the table and sat back down.
...So she wasn't leaving.

"You seem to have calmed down a bit. It might be strange to ask this now, but do you hear any strange voices in your head or anything like that?"

I was about to nod and say that I didn't hear such things anymore when I remembered Han Yeong-Seok, the man who had invaded my deep consciousness.

Is this really the end? Just because I can't hear it in my ears, does that mean it's over?
What if he's still in my head, just waiting for me to let my guard down?

I looked down at my hands.
For a moment, I saw them covered in Choi Hyun's blood.

Whether it was a simple hallucination or a trick by that guy in my head to fuel my guilt, when I closed and opened my eyes, my hands were clean again.

"..."

Yes, I definitely attacked Choi Hyun with these hands.
Of course, I wasn't in my right mind at the time, but I'm still the main cause of Choi Hyun's serious injuries.

In this situation, is it right to hide the truth because I'm scared to speak honestly?
Especially when it concerns the leader of Harmageddon.

Is it right for me to keep quiet based on my own assumptions when I don't know what he might do in my head?
No. Absolutely not.

What if Choi Hyun gets hurt again?
This time, thankfully, it ended with serious injuries, but what if next time it doesn't end with just injuries but with death?

—"I'm... sorry..."

...I would never be able to forgive myself.

"...Actually, there's something I need to tell you honestly."

I should just be completely honest.
This issue is too big for me to handle alone.

Ch.178 - Different Yet Similar, Two People
Since I had nothing left to hide, I just honestly told Ryu Hwa everything I knew.

Most of it was information she already knew, so she just nodded along as I spoke. But when I mentioned the truth about the Giman Catastrophe and how the leader of Harmageddon had entered my mind when my Mental Barrier collapsed, Ryu Hwa's expression became incredibly serious.

It wasn't strange for her to react that way. After all, I was already dangerous enough as it was, and now I was telling her I had become an unstable bomb that could go off at any moment.

"...Is that true?"

"Why would I come all the way here to lie? This recent rampage... it was probably because of that thing inside my head."

I didn't ask the obvious question of what I should do. No one, not just Ryu Hwa, would have an answer for that.

No, they would have an answer. It would be that I had to die since there was no other choice.
This isn't me being pessimistic due to depression—it's the conclusion I reached after thinking about it coldly and objectively.

Because there's no reason for Heroes who aren't Choi Hyun to carry the burden of a bomb like me.

Harmageddon going wild to find me, the danger of me potentially going berserk with power similar to the Light Dragon's, and the fact that monitoring me would require at least an S-Class Hero—the Association can't afford to waste such resources.

When I think about it that way, it's not strange that the Association would want me dead.
It's hard to accept... but not impossible to understand.

"...That's all I have to say."

After finishing everything I wanted to say, I slowly leaned back against the bed's headboard and looked at Ryu Hwa, who was staring at me with a surprised expression.
Did I say something strange? Why is she looking at me like that?

"Is there something on my face? Maybe from the apple I ate earlier..."

I wiped around my mouth with the back of my hand, but nothing came off.

"I was just thinking while listening to your explanation—you're surprisingly calm. Were you always like this?"

*Ah, so that's it.*

Certainly... every time I encountered Ryu Hwa before, I either ran away, was terrified, or wailed loudly.
It's understandable she'd be surprised when a child who was always overwhelmed by emotions suddenly becomes calm. I'd be surprised too.

"I wasn't originally like this... I was just normal. Now that the mental interference is gone, and after crying once... and organizing my thoughts while talking, I feel relieved."

"So all that crying and shouting before was..."

Her words reminded me of all the times I cried for various reasons—because of injections, because I was scared of Ryu Hwa... I really cried and got angry for all sorts of reasons.

Ugh... thinking about it now is mortifying, but I was really something back then.
After hesitating for a while with an awkward expression, I smiled uncomfortably.

"Ah... haha... that was because of the mental interference I mentioned earlier."

"Mental interference alone can change someone this much?"

"Of course. When hundreds of people's emotions pour into my head, even with Light Dragon acting as a barrier, it's natural to get swept away, right? And although I have this child-like body now, before I became like this, I was a high school student."

"High school student...? How old were you?"

"18. At that age, you're not so young that you'd be completely controlled by your emotions, right?"

I shrugged as I spoke, and Ryu Hwa's expression hardened.

"High school students are still kids."

"But it's an age where you can at least control your emotions, right?"

"That's not wrong. But you know what? To me, it doesn't look like you're managing your emotions—it looks like you've given up on them altogether. Do you understand what I mean?"

"Not really."

What's the difference between managing emotions and giving up on them? And what does she mean by saying I've given up on my emotions?
As I blinked at Ryu Hwa in confusion, she looked at me intently and asked:

"Aren't you afraid of dying?"

...What a strange question.

"Of course I am. Who wouldn't be afraid of dying? Even earlier, I was scared and..."

Come to think of it, I cried earlier too.
Ugh... really.

"Anyway, yes, I am."

After I forced out an answer, Ryu Hwa sighed with a thoughtful expression.

"...If this report goes up the chain, you could die. I'm not joking—you could actually die. Did you know that when you told me all this? You could have kept it hidden."

It's strange for me to say this when I'm the one who needs help, especially after what I've already done, but honestly, I thought she would report everything to her superiors without saying anything and try to have me killed.

But instead, she's worried about me.
I never expected this kind of question from someone who was so desperate to kill me before...

After blinking in surprise at this unexpected turn, I smiled bitterly and shrugged.

"I think you're asking these questions in the wrong order. Shouldn't you have asked if I'm afraid of dying first?"

"Haah... I must be pretty confused too. Well then, did you know all of this when you told me?"

"I don't know everything. I just made reasonable guesses. Looking at it objectively, from the Association's perspective, it's like burning down the house to kill one bedbug."

"The Association doesn't abandon people over things like that."

"People, yes. But I'm more of a bomb than a person, right? A bomb that could go off at any time. For some reason, I can't hear the voice now... but I could go berserk again anytime. When you think about it that way, maybe it would be better if I died."

For Choi Hyun's sake, for the world's sake.
And for my own sake too.

"What?"

I flinched at the cold voice and looked to the side, meeting Ryu Hwa's eyes.
In her eyes, I could see small flames flickering.

The name of those flames was anger.
Thanks to having seen similar eyes before and having experienced hundreds of people's emotions directly, I could recognize it immediately.

Though she wasn't showing it outwardly, Ryu Hwa was angry with me right now.
No, why suddenly? Why is she getting angry out of nowhere?

If there was a reason for her to be angry, I might understand, but it was so sudden that I could only roll my eyes around, not knowing how to respond.

"...Did I say something strange?"

"You said it yourself and you don't know?"

"Stop keeping things to yourself and tell me what you mean. That's the only way I can understand or do anything about it."

"You've given up."

The single phrase from Ryu Hwa's lips made me close my mouth.
Just one phrase, no, not even a phrase but a single word, and I couldn't say anything in response.

Given up? Me?
That's nonsense.

"Given up? Aren't you exaggerating? If I had really given up, I wouldn't have said anything and just kept my mouth shut, not honestly told you everything."

"It's just guilt—guilt for hurting Choi Hyun that made you confess. If you really valued your life, you would have spoken directly to Choi Hyun or Director Seo Ha-Young. Those two know the situation and would have done something for you."

"Hyun is in intensive care because of me. And Ha-Young un... unnie is busy. Besides, I told you because I couldn't handle this alone."

"You know that telling me would only result in a report going up the chain, and nothing else. You knew that when you told me."

"Stop making me repeat myself. I haven't given up, and I told you because I wanted to find a solution somehow!"

I raised my head sharply as I shouted, then winced as I felt a tingling sensation near my broken horn.

"Then why did you say it would be better if you died?"

"That's...!"

That's...
I thought hard for a while, but no matter how much I thought, I couldn't come up with an answer.

"I just... said it without thinking."

Why did I say such a thing? After deep contemplation, all I could offer was that flimsy excuse.
Ryu Hwa sighed deeply at my words and stood up from her seat.

"Your true feelings came out without you realizing it. That it would be better if you died. Since you're just a burden to everyone around you, you might as well confess everything and leave your fate in others' hands. That's what you were thinking."

"I wasn't thinking that far. I just... wanted help."

"You wanted help even knowing that if I report this incident, you could die? You clearly said it yourself—you made reasonable guesses. That the Association wouldn't burn down a house to kill one bedbug. You knew that and still asked for help? Knowing you could die?"

I gripped the blanket tightly and glared at Ryu Hwa.

"You, what do you know...!!"

"I do know. Because I once thought like you, wanting to give up everything and die."

After hesitating for a moment, Ryu Hwa looked up at the ceiling and let out a long sigh.

"No matter what I did, I couldn't see them again. No matter how hard I tried, the situation wouldn't improve. No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't find an answer. No matter how much I suffered, I couldn't see an end. So I gave up everything and lived with resignation. I gave up. Because no matter how much I struggled or suffered... my dead child and husband would never come back."

When Ryu Hwa lowered her head again, her expression looked sadder than ever before.
It was the face of someone who had cried so much that they had no tears left to shed.

"But that's not you. You're still alive. It's just one person, but still alive. So don't give up."

After saying that, Ryu Hwa silently gathered her things and stood at the door of the hospital room.

"...I'm going to formally bring this matter to the council. There will be a lot of opposition, but since the house is already burned down, they probably won't suggest killing you. So don't give up."

After saying that, Ryu Hwa briefly looked back at me before leaving the room.
The expression she showed at the end seemed to say, "Don't become like me."

Ch.179 - New Plan
About a week had passed since I'd confessed everything to Ryu Hwa.

Despite all her talk about how I might die if I revealed everything, no one had come looking for me since she left.

The only visitors I had were nurses, and all they did was check if the area where my horn had broken was infected, and apply disinfectant.

Sometimes they checked the condition of my collar, but mostly they just disinfected and left.
I did receive meals, but they literally just fed me quickly without anything more.

And the nurses didn't say a single word from the moment they entered until they left.

Whether it was because of what I'd done or because of the Berserk Dragon's notoriety, the nurses who entered my room would only check what was necessary and then leave immediately.

Though we didn't exchange any words, I could tell from the atmosphere alone that the nurses were deliberately avoiding me.
It would be absurd not to notice it.

I'm sure they were trying their best not to get involved with me...
But to me, it just looked like they were intentionally ignoring me.

At first, I tried to ignore it too.
I wasn't so desperate for affection that I'd beg for attention from people who clearly didn't want anything to do with me.

But as two days turned into three, and then nearly a week, I could feel myself becoming more withdrawn.
I even started being careful around the nurses... it was that kind of situation.

"Haah..."

After the nurse left and I was alone in the room, my nose wrinkled at the harsh medicinal smell wafting down from above.
I wanted to block my nose, so I leaned against the bed's headboard, hugged my knees tightly, and buried my face.

The smell of the blanket helped a little, but only a little—it couldn't completely block the smell.
Since they came in several times a day to disinfect, the medicine smell had long since permeated the blankets, making my effort pointless.

Feeling like I might pass out from the medicinal fumes, I slowly got up from the bed, careful not to let my horn touch the wall.

"Ugh!"

I thoughtlessly put my left leg down first and almost fell as my strength gave out.
Really... my head knows better, but my body tries to move from memory, and it's killing me...

I sighed deeply, then lowered both legs before slowly standing up.
Putting as much weight as possible on my right leg, I managed to stand without falling, though I was still wobbly.

I'd done this enough times that I could walk somewhat without holding onto the wall.
I couldn't go very far, but being able to move like this was something at least.

Staggering to the window, I pushed it open with the back of my hand.

*Swoosh—clunk*

Though it barely opened a quarter of the way, it was enough to let in fresh air.
I put my nose almost against the window and breathed slowly.

Instead of the harsh medicinal smell, I could smell a hint of trees and slightly acrid exhaust fumes.
Honestly, the exhaust wasn't exactly pleasant, but it was a hundred, no, a thousand times better than the stinging medicinal smell in my nose...

As I stared blankly out the window catching my breath, the building across from me came into view.
The ICU where Choi Hyun was staying was in that building across the way.

...Right. I came to the window partly because of the harsh medicinal smell, but also somewhat to look at the building where Hyun was.

Hoping I might see him from here.
But no matter how hard I strained my eyes, I couldn't see anything beyond those teal windows across the way.

"I miss Hyun..."

If only I could at least watch him through a glass wall, even if we couldn't exchange words, I'd like to see with my own eyes that he's safe. But I can't.

Whenever I try to leave this room even a little, people appear out of nowhere and send me back.
The one fortunate thing is that they don't forcibly drag me back—they just tell me I'm not allowed to leave the room.

*They say it's not forced, but what else would you call it when they swarm around me and tell me to go back...*

Is it so difficult to let me see his face once? Why are they trying to confine me? What did I do wrong to be ignored like this?
I had many complaints and a mountain of things I wanted to say, but I kept them to myself.

I know my position and circumstances well.
From their perspective, I'm like a walking bomb asking for freedom to roam around—it would be stranger if they agreed.

—Don't give up.

"...Ha. Just giving me false hope."

This is a situation where I have no choice but to give up. If I don't give up here, how is that any different from stubbornness?
What exactly do you want from me? What more am I supposed to do here?

Fine, I admit it. I'm pathetic. Everything I do fails, everything I touch falls apart...
I felt like the whole world was against me, and I wanted to give up on everything. I still feel that way.

It's not just giving up from helplessness...

*Hyun gets hurt because of me...*

Because of my stubbornness, because I'm alive, because I... the person I care about is being destroyed.

So it makes sense for me to give up, doesn't it?

"Haah..."

I sighed—something I'd been doing a lot lately—closed the window, and returned to the bed.
I definitely destroyed the device that was interfering with my mind, so why am I still so depressed?

If there were still some mental interference left, I could have blamed these feelings on that, but I destroyed it with my own hands, so I can't even do that anymore.

These emotions are entirely my own. Not someone else's, but my very own depression.
At first, I was happy thinking I'd been liberated, but looking at it now... it's not entirely good.

With a bitter smile, I lay down with the pillow over my face and closed my eyes.
It was adequately warm, dark, and soft, making me sleepy.

Of course, since the pillow was closest to my horn, the harsh medicinal smell made it impossible to sleep comfortably.
Eventually, I couldn't stand it anymore, so I pushed the pillow aside and sat up again.

*What would Hyun have done in this situation?*

If it were Hyun, what would he have done in the same situation?
I closed my eyes briefly to think. Actually, I didn't even need to think about it.

The Hyun I knew would have acted first and thought later.
...Just do it first?

"...No."

I've already caused enough trouble and don't know how things will turn out, so how could I make more trouble?
Even though my life is practically forfeit already, if I did something crazy like that, it definitely wouldn't end with just me.

I was about to clear the thoughts from my head and lie back down when I paused.
A life already forfeit... Right, if my life is as good as gone anyway, why am I being so cautious and worrying about what others think?

After thinking for a moment, I nodded.
Of course, I wasn't planning to recklessly go outside to see Hyun.

I'm not Hyun. I don't have his connections, his status, or his standing.
So I need to do things my own way.

Looking around, I checked the clock on the wall. It had just passed 2 PM.
They come to disinfect my horn every three hours... so in about an hour.

"All I need is a little courage to take one step forward..."

I closed my eyes, repeating what Hyun had once told me.
I wasn't tired, but I forced myself to keep my eyes closed.

In a place with nothing to do, the fastest and best way to pass time was to sleep.

* * *

Tap, tap, tap.
Scratch, scratch...

The conference room was filled with the sound of a finger tapping on the table at regular intervals and a pen scratching against paper.

Of the nine seats—four on each side and one at the head—six were empty, and three were occupied.

This wasn't the Association's conference room.
Those seated were all executives of Harmageddon.

"Yaaawn... Leader, can't you keep that finger still? It's not a clock, but that constant ticking is making me sleepy..."

"Oh, it's a habit. Sorry, Violet."

The man called Leader smiled apologetically at Violet's complaint.
But noticing she hadn't said anything about the noisy pen scratching that had been going on, he tilted his head curiously.

"You're not saying anything to the Doctor?"

"When the Doctor is writing something, he throws a fit if you tell him to stop. He's already irritable enough, and I don't want to stir up trouble unnecessarily~"

"The single-celled organism doesn't even consider that the subject of discussion is right in front of him."

"See? He's already throwing a fit. This is why I didn't want to talk to him. Ugh... Anyway, just tell us why you called us here. Just being in the same room as this guy is depressing."

Seeing the Doctor trembling with the pen in his hand at Violet's provocation, the man immediately stood up to mediate between the two.

"Come on, let's not fight. We're the only ones left in Harmageddon. Shouldn't we at least try to get along with each other?"

"Ugh, getting along with that gloomy guy? Even if it's your order, Leader, I can't follow this one."

"I agree. Being around a brainless woman like her makes me feel my own intelligence dropping."

"Hmm... All you do is hole up in your lab researching that old man's body. Oh, is that your thing? You seemed to focus on researching children before, so your tastes are quite broad~ Blegh."

"A birdbrain like you can only see life science in that way. Do you even know what 1 plus 1 is? How do you even survive with so little in your head?"

"Haha. Enough."

*Zap, crackle*
Red lightning spread from the man, sweeping around them.

"I haven't had this implant for long, so it's hard to control. I can't afford to lose the only two people I have left, so could you please be a little more accommodating to each other? Or at least stay quiet."

The two glared at each other once more before quietly nodding.
The man looked at them with satisfaction.

"Now, shall we discuss our final plan?"

If this works out...
We'll be able to go back.

Ch.180 - Belated Regret
As time passed, it was almost time to disinfect my horns.
I didn't wake up exactly on schedule—I was just lying there with my eyes closed, not having slept a wink.

It's not like I could fall asleep anyway. I was used to sleeping several hours a day, but having just woken up a few hours ago, there was no way I could fall asleep at 2 PM when I should be most active.

Besides, I'd eaten not long ago, so my stomach felt bloated just from lying down, making sleep impossible no matter how hard I tried.

*Creak*—

At least my waiting wasn't in vain, as right on schedule, the door to my room opened and a nurse entered.
Naturally, she brought the familiar cart with its medicinal smell.

"Time to disinfect," she announced.

In her usual curt voice, she informed me before soaking a cotton ball with disinfectant and dabbing it around my horns.
I squeezed my eyes shut against the pain that never seemed to get easier, waiting for the disinfection to end. Today she seemed to be applying more medicine than usual—the room was filled with such a strong medicinal smell that my nose wrinkled by the time she finally finished.

"All done. Don't touch the disinfected area, and call if you need anything."

After finishing, the nurse recited what sounded like a rehearsed script, then immediately began organizing the medicine bottles and cart to leave the room.

"Excuse me."

"..."

She flinched, her reaction making it seem like she'd seen a ghost, which stung.
So she wasn't disliking me—she was afraid of me.

Well, considering I was a monster created from a dragon that had turned half of Seoul into a sea of flames, and given the monstrous appearance I'd shown at the hospital and courthouse, her fear wasn't unreasonable.

I managed a bitter smile while trying to calm my hurt feelings. Sensing she might leave if I hesitated too long, I spoke up.

"I have a small favor to ask."

"I-I'm not your assigned nurse..."

The nurse started making excuses before I'd even stated my request.
I'd expected this reaction, but experiencing it firsthand made it quite uncomfortable to continue.

Still, I had to try. Be shameless. It's not like I have anything to lose anyway.

"It's really simple. Truly. Nothing difficult—just need you to ask one thing for me."

I trailed off with an "ah..." while darting my eyes around.
The nurse seemed to consider for a moment before avoiding my gaze.

Is that a no...?

The suspense was killing me as she took her time, but I waited patiently until she finally sighed deeply and turned toward me.

"What... is it?"

*It worked...!*

Though there was no guarantee yet, having even a possibility was vastly different from having none at all.
Calming my excited heart, I conveyed my request calmly.

"I want to see Choi Hyun. I'll accept any restraints or conditions—just please tell them I'd like to see his face, even if it's through a glass window."

That was calm enough, right?
I tried to hide my trembling hands by pressing them together as I looked at the nurse.

"...I'll pass it on to the head nurse, but we're not in charge of that, so I can't promise you'll be able to see him."

"Yes, thank you."

I expressed my gratitude, but the nurse merely nodded slightly before wheeling the cart out.
Now all that's left is... more waiting.

*It's okay. I'm used to waiting...*

That's what I thought as I waited, but no matter how long I waited, the nurse didn't return.

She must be busy. Let me wait a little longer. That's what I thought, but dinner arrived before the nurse returned.

"Excuse me, could I ask you for a favor?"

"Huh? Oh... as long as it's not difficult."

I made the same request to the nurse bringing my meal, but she shook her head with a troubled expression.

"Visits to the intensive care unit are difficult."

"Ah... what about just seeing him through a glass wall? Not an actual visit?"

"I'll check and let you know. Now, please eat."

I practically gulped down my food, and the nurse quickly cleared away the tray and left the room.
Despite saying she'd check, the nurse didn't return until the next disinfection time.

Time passed, and at 6 PM, disinfection time came around and the door opened.
I was planning to ask the previous nurse what happened, but this time it was a different nurse who entered.

"Excuse me, did the nurse who was here earlier say anything?"

I asked before the disinfection began, hoping for some news.
But the response was puzzling.

"Huh? She didn't say anything."

Ah, so she never intended to pass along my message.
That's fine. It's okay. I expected this.

"Could I ask you for a favor then?"

Fortunately, this nurse nodded, and I made the same request I'd made to the other nurse.
That I wanted to meet Hyun, to see with my own eyes if he was alive, to check his condition.

This nurse also said she'd pass it up the chain, then finished the disinfection and left the room.
I waited and waited, but no nurse came to my room until lights-out time when the room went dark.

"...I knew this would happen."

I did know. But knowing something and experiencing it are quite different.
Maybe something was wrong with my dinner, because my stomach felt terribly sour. I sighed deeply and hugged my knees.

Whether from hope or lingering attachment, I couldn't sleep a wink until the lights came back on in the morning.

* * *

I wait, I ask questions. I make requests.
The answers are ambiguous, never clear rejections.

I endured for one day.
On the second day, I just waited.

On the third day, I pleaded for any kind of response.
On the fourth day, I begged. If it's not possible, just tell me clearly.

But every time, all I got was vague affirmation.
And the nurses who gave such answers never showed their faces in my room again.

How many nurses have been reassigned because of me?
What instructions from above are keeping me from meeting Hyun?

Are they afraid I'll go berserk again? Or are they isolating me on purpose?
Or are the nurses here deliberately tormenting me? Why? Because I'm a monster?

"Tsk."

I tried my best to think positively, but the more I tried, the more my thoughts tilted toward negativity.

Yet if I stopped trying to be positive, I could feel myself falling endlessly into an abyss.
People's voices sounded like noise, and the ticking of the clock in the room seemed to fill my head so loudly I thought I might go crazy.

It was worse knowing that all these emotions were genuinely mine.
Is that what they're aiming for? For me to go crazy and rampage? Haha, no way.

"Ah, this is fucking bullshit."

The one improvement over when I was under mental interference was that cursing like this actually made me feel a bit better.

Of course, my mood would sour again quickly, but at least it was a hundred times better than when I was floundering in depression under mental interference.

Looking at it that way, the current situation isn't so bad.

"Pfft... yeah right."

Regardless of whether the situation is good or bad, bullshit is bullshit.
Should I just go for it? If I don't get caught, it should be fine, right? It's not like I'd be committing a crime.

As I lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, seriously planning how to get to the building across from here, the door to my room slid open with a creak.

That's strange—lunch time had long passed, and it was still about an hour before disinfection time.
Feeling puzzled, I sat up in bed and couldn't help but be surprised.

Standing at the door was someone I hadn't expected at all.

"...Ha-Young noona."

"Your face has become half of what it was since I last saw you."

It would be a lie to say I wasn't disappointed. I had actually hoped, just a little, that it might be Hyun opening that door.

Still, I didn't show it outwardly. She'd come all this way to visit—I couldn't openly show my disappointment.
No matter how foul my mood, I shouldn't take it out on others.

"Something bad happen?"

But damn, I must really suck at hiding my expressions.
For someone who'd been in the room less than two minutes to immediately pick up on my mood.

At this point, I might as well just spill everything.
It's not like I could hide it anyway.

"Yeah. Why wouldn't there be? Being trapped here unable to leave, Hyun being in the building right next door but I can't see him. The nurses treating me like I'm nothing, ignoring my requests to pass along messages. Fuck, I feel like shit."

I shrugged with a smirk, and she looked at me with a surprised expression.

"You curse quite a lot."

"I told you before. Before becoming like this, I was just an ordinary high school boy. Of course I cursed all the time. Have you ever seen a high school boy who doesn't curse?"

"Can't say I have. So, was it the mental interference all this time?"

"Maybe? But I think it was more that I just didn't have the luxury. I was always watching my step. Just dealing with what was right in front of me was overwhelming enough."

"And now it's not?"

"Right. Why should I care what others think? I've already done all the damage I could do, people's perception of me is shattered, and my life can't sink any lower."

"...You sound just like Ryu Hwa."

I shuddered at those words.
Resignation. The very thing I had denied was somehow now firmly rooted within me, which was shocking.

"So, what brings you here today?"

After hesitating briefly, I forced a bitter smile and deliberately changed the subject.

"They've decided on your treatment."

If I'd known this topic was coming, I wouldn't have changed the subject—I should have talked more about the previous matter.
A bit of belated regret.

Ch.181 - Reason For Everything
The decision about my treatment has been made...
So that's why there's been no news all this time.

I was expecting something like this.
No, forget expectations—Ryu Hwa said she'd submit an official report before she left, so it would be stranger if I didn't know.

I wonder what the result is. If the meeting took nearly four days, it's probably positive.
—At least I want to believe that. I've caused so much trouble that I can't be entirely optimistic...

But I have no intention of giving up.
After everything I've done, should I just die if they tell me to? No, I absolutely can't do that.

"So, what's going to happen to me?"

I ask cautiously, thinking that if it's bad news, I'll have to find a way to escape somehow. My sister smiles and says:

"It's not bad news for you, so don't be so tense. If you keep frowning like that, you'll get wrinkles."

...What? Is that a joke?
For a moment I'm stunned, but I quickly realize she's joking.

I hesitate whether to laugh or not, then decide to force a smile and nod.
I can't embarrass someone who's trying to cheer me up, even in a bad situation.

"I won't keep you in suspense since that would just stress you out. The Association has decided to overlook what you did. For two reasons: first, your goal wasn't to cause social chaos or terrorism but to stop the experiments being conducted in the Association's basement; and second, there were no casualties."

"They're overlooking it?"

Even so, I destroyed quite a lot and people definitely got hurt, yet they're overlooking it.
Sure, it's good news for me, but what conditions are they attaching to let this slide so easily?

For them to quietly let such an incident pass, the conditions must be extraordinary...
Surely they won't experiment on me... No, that can't be it. I'm a Hero after all, so it can't be that.

If that were the condition, my sister wouldn't have come here personally.
I try to calm my racing heart as I wait for her to continue.

"Instead, the Association has set a few conditions."

Right, I knew it. After causing so much trouble, there's no way they'd let me off without conditions.
I nod with a bitter smile. I'll think about it after hearing all the conditions.

"First, you must participate in the Harmageddon operation without exception."

"Me? Um... wouldn't that be dangerous?"

"Because of that man in your head?"

She really did include it in her report.
I nod and explain the same thing I told Ryu Hwa.

"Unlike the Light Dragon, Han Yeong-Seok is inside my mental barrier. So I can't hear his voice, and since he's lodged in my subconscious, I don't know when I might go berserk again."

Could it be that the nurses have been keeping me from meeting Choi Hyun because of this? Because they know my situation?
Even the nurses who didn't know the details were aware of this, so why haven't I noticed until now?

"Ah."

Subconscious.
The puzzle pieces quickly fall into place in my mind.

Going berserk back then, persistently targeting Hyun. It was all because of what remained in my subconscious.
That's why I kept looking for Hyun even though I knew I shouldn't.

"You don't need to worry too much about that problem. There's a way to suppress it to some extent."

"There's a way to suppress it? How?"

"This might sound a bit cruel to you, Sia... but if we break one of your horns and you wear that collar, it can be suppressed."

"...What?"

For a moment I wonder if I misheard, but the answer is the same. Breaking my horn and wearing a collar can suppress it.

I'm speechless at this method, which is more violent than I expected.

"So when Hyun broke my horn and made me wear this collar, it was all to suppress this?"

As I tap my head with the back of my hand, my sister nods and pulls out a bag from below.

"It's faster to show you than to explain."

Saying that, she takes out a laptop from the bag.
After tapping the screen a few times, she shows me CCTV footage of Hyun and me.

"Wait, the electricity should have been completely out then. How was this recorded?"

"That's the Association's most important vault. It can't break down just because the power goes out, so there's an emergency power supply that automatically kicks in. That's why this footage exists."

I guess that makes sense... they would have that kind of backup.
I nod, and my sister plays the video.

The video shows me and Hyun, no—the Light Dragon and Hyun facing each other.

[Break the horn. Left or right, it doesn't matter. A dragon's horn isn't just decoration—...]

The explanation was lengthy, but in summary: a dragon's horn acts as an antenna, and breaking it prevents both receiving and sending signals, thus blocking Han Yeong-Seok's further mental interference. The collar made from the Light Dragon's remains strengthens the Light Dragon's consciousness to suppress my subconscious.

"...Does this really work?"

"It must be working, or how else could you be functioning normally right now?"

So the reason I haven't been hearing the Light Dragon's voice is because the horn is broken?
Is he still in my head but I just can't hear him?

I tried calling to the Light Dragon in my mind, but no answer came.
Ah, right, he said I can't speak to him either.

While I was doing this foolish thing, my sister, who had already put away the laptop, tapped the back of my hand.

"So, do you have any more questions?"

"No questions, but I do have something to say."

I wonder if I should say this.
After hesitating briefly, I decided to just say it. It would be discovered soon anyway.

"Ever since my horn broke, I've had trouble controlling the left side of my body. I don't know if it's because I'm not used to it or if it's really because of the horn, but look."

I raise my left hand, and it trembles.
Like when trying to lift something too heavy.

"It might not look like much, but it's serious enough that when I try to stand up, my left leg keeps giving out, so I can't even walk properly on my own. Do you think I can really be of help?"

To be honest, if I had to fight No. 445 again in my current state, I'm confident I'd be defeated in less than three minutes.
That's how serious my condition is.

The only way I can think of to be useful in my current state is to be carried on someone's shoulder and used like a flamethrower.

"That's..."

I was worried that revealing this might get me discarded, but I thought it better to be honest now than to hide it and be found out later.

My sister seemed unprepared for my condition and was speechless for a while.
I was tense, wondering if this would be the end for me, but I sighed in relief when she shook her head.

"It's okay. If you're not completely immobile but just awkward, you can practice until you get used to it."

"I'm glad I won't be thrown away for being useless."

"Hey, what do you think the Association is... No... I guess it's understandable you'd think that. That's all you've seen so far. Haah..."

She sighs deeply and rubs her face tiredly before looking up.

"Anyway, that's the first condition. Don't worry too much—they won't make you charge into enemy territory alone or anything like that."

"That's a relief. What's the second condition?"

"The second condition... the second condition..."

She seems extremely reluctant to say it, sighing repeatedly and staring into the distance with lifeless eyes.
What could it be that makes her so averse to mentioning it?

I swallow nervously as she finally speaks, her shoulders slumping.

"You must never speak about what you saw in the Association's basement. The Association President's corruption, the artificial monster experiments, and so on. Don't mention anything that happened that day."

"That's... the second condition?"

It was essentially saying they would cover up everything that happened that day.
No, that's exactly what it meant.

"Yes. That's the second condition. Makes you want to laugh, doesn't it? Me too. It feels dirty to go along with these adults' schemes, but we have no choice."

With a bitter smile, she gently stroked my head, avoiding the broken horn.

"I'm sorry. I can't ask you to understand, but at least don't view it entirely negatively. The Association can't collapse right now. For your sake, for Hyun's sake, and for society's sake."

"What can I say? When you think about it, it all happened because of me... I'm grateful just to be let off."

"What did you do wrong? You're a victim too. Sure, you broke things and people got hurt, but ultimately, none of this would have happened if not for Harmageddon."

I wonder if that's really how it works...

"Anyway, that's all I came to tell you. Anything else you want to know?"

"Not a question, but could I possibly see Hyun? Or at least tell me what happened to him?"

"Ah... um... right, you must have been really frustrated to even ask the nurses for that. Don't be too shocked."

My sister muttered with a bitter expression.
I had a bad feeling about this.

"Hyun is in a coma right now. Everyone's been keeping quiet about it because they were worried about how you'd react."

My bad feelings are never wrong.

Ch.182 - A Night When Sleep Doesn't Come Easily
If a dear friend gets into an accident, it would be sad.
If that friend falls into critical condition because of that accident, it would be even sadder.

But a true friend would still crack jokes with a smile even in such a situation.
Well... if we're talking about a traffic accident, they might say something like, "You should've dodged there. If you had, you wouldn't have gotten hurt."

Of course, this isn't genuine mockery. It's not like they actually think the person deserved it.

It's their way of comforting the suffering friend, trying to make them laugh a little, creating a positive atmosphere to give them some strength.

But what if the accident happened because of me?
What if I was the main culprit who caused that accident?

What expression should I wear then?
With what face could I possibly look at my friend?

"..."

Left alone in the hospital room after my Noona left, I stared blankly at the wall, passing time.
What happens when emotions too intense for a person to handle flood in, emotions too overwhelming to contain?

The answer is "you feel nothing."
That's me right now.

I couldn't think of anything.
I was just quietly enduring the piercing regret and self-blame tearing my heart apart.

Noona told me it wasn't my fault. At the time, I forced a smile and nodded, but the lump in my chest showed no signs of disappearing.

*Han Yeong-Seok, yeah, that bastard deserves to die. If it weren't for him, there wouldn't have been any problem. If that fucking bastard had just died, everything would have been solved.*

I tried to vent the knot inside me with such thoughts, but my throat closed up, and I couldn't spit it out.

The mountain of hatred and the regret festering within it are too massive to shift onto someone else—I'd be crushed in the process.

Like cutting your own hand when throwing broken glass at someone else.
I'm being crushed and crumbled by my own emotions.

And that naturally leads to terrible depression and self-blame.
Just like when I was under Mental Interference.

"Haah..."

Once despair and depression coil around your heart, they don't easily disappear.

The heroic narratives in comics and novels where protagonists shake off depression and rise above despair are, unfortunately, rare in reality.

People just suffer endlessly, get medication from hospitals to survive day by day, or make extreme choices.
Depression isn't classified as a mental illness for nothing.

I just didn't realize it because Hyun was by my side.
And as soon as Hyun disappeared, I ended up like this.

"Haah... fuck..."

Nothing came to mind except vulgar curses.
Depressed, depressed—even thinking that, strangely, no tears came.

I just felt helpless, wanting to give up on living, thinking, wanting to become nothing.
I know that cursing and wallowing in depression won't change anything or make anything better.

Even knowing that, I couldn't do anything.
I wanted to get better, but I couldn't. That made me even more depressed.

It felt like being stuck in quicksand.
The more I struggled, the deeper I was sucked into the bottomless mire.

*When did I become like this?*

—According to the test results, it's severe depression... But looking at the counseling results, it doesn't seem like depression...

What suddenly came to mind was when I first took a depression test after waking up in the hospital.
So it was like this from the beginning. I just turned a blind eye because Hyun was by my side, and it had been clinging to me all along.

It's terrible. No emotion could be this terrible.
So it had been there all along, silently, without a word, quietly clinging to my side.

It had been silently sharpening its knife to stab me in the back, waiting until I was alone.
I smiled bitterly at this pathetic imagination and let my arm go limp.

"Why am I like this, really... Get it together, please..."

I gritted my teeth and spat out the words, but my mind, broken from absorbing too many emotions, wouldn't listen.

*Maybe I should ask for medication.*

In a moment of impulse, I reached for the nurse call button but then withdrew my hand.
It was because of aversion.

It wasn't determination like "let me endure a little longer" or "I can do this without medication," but an aversion to psychiatric medication that stopped me.

Even though I felt like I would go crazy if I just stayed still, that pathetic aversion held me back.
Why do I reject medication while holding onto this damn helplessness and depression until the end?

I laughed at the absurdity, but soon became depressed again and sighed.
I was exhausted despite doing nothing, because of the emotional ups and downs.

So this is how people go crazy. From not being able to sleep, from depression, from helplessness.
After staring at the blanket soaked with what might be sweat or tears for a while.

Feeling like I would either go crazy and rampage, or go berserk because of the thing in my head, I briefly got up and pressed the nurse call button.

Leaning my back against the bed while waiting for the nurse, the door to the room opened and a nurse entered.

"What's wrong? Are you in pain somewhere?"

"I can't sleep... Could I possibly get a sleeping pill prescription?"

Perhaps it was an unexpected request, as the nurse looked at me with a surprised face, then said to wait a moment and left the room again.

When the nurse returned, she was holding medicine in her hand.

"I asked your attending physician and brought this. It's zolpidem, a sleeping pill. Usually, the doctor needs to be here for this prescription, but since Yu Sia has sleep disorder and severe depression in your medical records, we were able to prescribe it."

"Thank you..."

I didn't really understand what she was saying, but I got the prescription, so that was fine.
The nurse helped me take the medicine, and I swallowed the sleeping pill. I felt the elongated oval pill disappear down my throat.

My stomach felt bubbly and sour, but I just lay back down on the bed.
The nurse had already disappeared from the room.

*Let's sleep... I'll feel better after waking up.*

I lay down a bit lower so my horns wouldn't touch the wall and closed my heavy eyelids.
As always, I kept my eyes closed until sleep would come, but no matter how long I kept them closed, sleep wouldn't come.

Tick, tock.

The ticking sound of the clock on the wall grew louder, and at some point, I became conscious of even the sound of my own breathing.
Even though it wasn't hot, cold sweat flowed, and my breathing became increasingly rapid.

"Ugh, guk..."

I had already taken a sleeping pill, and if I opened my eyes now, I felt like I wouldn't be able to fall asleep at all tonight, so I turned to lie on my side with the broken part of my horn facing downward.

Changing positions seemed to help at first. But at some point, the broken horn area started to throb, and soon I had to sit up, unable to bear the pain that felt like being scraped with an iron skewer.

"Kahayuk...! Kkeuk...! Keueueu, heueu...!"

Tears that wouldn't come when I was depressed and sad now streamed down my cheeks and dripped onto the blanket.
Meanwhile, the damn clock sound showed no sign of stopping.

I opened my tightly closed eyes to check the clock and saw that two hours had passed since I decided to sleep.
Had I been doing this for two hours straight without sleeping for a moment?

"Haah..."

Even after taking a sleeping pill? Is it because I only took one? Or because I'm a Kaiju? Would it be better if I took two or three more?

Would I be able to sleep then?
After looking down at the crumpled and torn blanket caught on my nails, I raised my head to look at the nurse call button.

After briefly contemplating whether to call the nurse while staring at the bright red button, I gave up and got out of bed.
When my toes touched the cold marble floor, what little drowsiness remained vanished like a lie.

*The medicine was meaningless.*

Swallowing the rising bile, I trudged over to the window.
Perhaps my body had heated up during my struggle, as the cold from the window felt pleasant.

As I always did, I opened the window with the back of my hand and looked at the building across from me.
I reached out and placed my palm on the window. When I pressed lightly on the glass part with my nail, there was a creaking sound, and a small hole formed.

Right now, if I scratched this window lightly with my nail, I could easily pierce through it.
After that, I could briefly fly through the air to the opposite building, and that would be the end.

*Selfish bastard.*

With a bitter smile at the self-blame that refused to disappear, I sat on the windowsill and leaned against the window.
The window, cooled by the night air, quickly cooled my heated body.

After leaning there absentmindedly with half-closed eyes for a while, I closed my eyes completely while fully leaning against the window.
I couldn't see Hyun, but strangely, just knowing she was there somehow made me feel somewhat at ease.

Although it was much more uncomfortable and cramped than the bed, amazingly, I felt sleepier by the window than in bed.
What if I doze off here and fall?

*I'm tired...*

Well... at least I wouldn't die. It would hurt enough to nearly kill me...
No, if I fall from here and get to the brink of death, I could be in the same ICU as Hyun, so that wouldn't be bad either.

Ch.183 - You're Not Supposed To Be There.
The next morning, I was diagnosed with severe depression after consulting with the doctor.
Thanks to that, taking psychiatric medication was added to my daily routine along with disinfecting my horn.

The psychiatric medication was stronger than I expected.

Unlike fixing a physical body, it seemed like it was meant to wake up the intangible mind, and it was much stronger than I had imagined.

First, my appetite disappeared to a surprising degree.
It's strange. That pineapple pizza I used to love now makes my stomach churn just from smelling something cheese-like.

Of course, I didn't thoughtlessly order pizza at the hospital. I found this out when baguette pizza was served with the hospital food.
I'm not sure if baguette pizza and pineapple pizza are different, but they both have cheese, so I guess they're similar.

I wondered why the hospital would serve baguette pizza, but apparently, they prepare a more diverse menu since it's a hospital where Heroes are admitted.
Hooray for capitalism.

I would have said that if I hadn't lost my appetite due to depression.

"..."

And I started spending more time in a daze each day.
It's hard to say I lack motivation; rather, no matter what I do, nothing feels real, so I end up spacing out at some point.

Maybe it's like: don't think too much because bad thoughts will come, so don't think at all.
It certainly wasn't a bad method. At least it was better to be in a daze with a slight headache than to be swept up in my emotions and feel depressed all day.

Another issue is that I can't sleep properly at bedtime.
In fact, this was the biggest problem of all.

People need to sleep at night to function the next morning, but when I can't sleep even when night comes, I become more worn out as the days go by.
The mental exhaustion here is completely separate from taking psychiatric medication.

Well, no matter.
In the end, it's the same vicious cycle.

But it wasn't all bad news.

"Ms. Yu Sia, it's time for rehabilitation training."

"Yes."

After Noona Ha-Young came and delivered the Association's decision, I was finally able to leave my room for the first time since being confined there.
The purpose was rehabilitation therapy, the reason being to use me as a joker card in the Harmageddon subjugation operation.

Of course, I couldn't go outside the hospital—just a bit of practice in the rehabilitation room before returning to my room—but it was better than nothing.
It's a hundred, a thousand times better than rotting away in my room day after day. That's what I decided to think.

*It's easier on my mind that way.*

The hospital's rehabilitation room was quite large.
At first, there were many devices that made me wonder what they were, and the space was so wide that it gave me a strange sense of hope.

I thought if I just worked hard here, I'd be able to walk again soon.
But that was far from reality. Even after walking for an entire week, not just a day or two, it was still difficult to walk without holding onto the wall.

"Let's start by standing in place first."

I nodded and stood with my back against the wall.
If I tried to stand on my own, I would topple forward or to the left.

...I know it's pathetic, but it's not something I can control with willpower.

Since one leg doesn't have strength, I naturally put more weight on the other.
And with one horn missing, my head constantly tilts to one side.

What happens then?
The answer is that my body leans to one side. If that continues, I fall over.

"You're holding up quite well today. It's a new record."

"Is that so?"

Maybe I've developed some skill, as I could stand for quite a while.
After doing this standing-still exercise, I take a short break before moving on to the next rehabilitation.

Walking while holding onto the wall.

"Let's not do too much today, just two laps around the room?"

"Yes."

I nodded and slowly circled the room with one hand on the wall.
After walking like this for several days, I seemed to have gotten somewhat used to it, moving faster than when I first started.

Even the doctor would have to admit this. I've improved a lot since the beginning.

"Now let's try taking your hand off the wall."

Just when I thought that, the difficulty suddenly jumped.

I was already wobbling while holding the wall, and now they wanted me to walk without support? How is that different from asking a baby who just learned to walk to try running?

"I don't think I can..."

"Just two steps. If it feels impossible, you can grab the wall again."

She's clearly determined to make me do it.
With a disgruntled expression, I looked at the nurse and slowly removed my hand from the wall.

"We've set up safety measures, and I'm right behind you, so don't worry too much."

It was quite precarious since I couldn't maintain my center of balance and one leg had no strength, but thanks to the practice of standing alone, I didn't immediately collapse.

*Just one step forward...*

With a slight jumping motion, I extended my right foot first and then dragged my left leg.
...I felt like a zombie with one damaged leg.

Glancing to the side, I saw the nurse looking at me with an expression that said she didn't know what to say.

"Um... shall we try using the left leg a bit more?"

After thinking for a moment, I tried walking as I normally would.
It seemed fine at first, but as soon as my center of gravity shifted slightly to the left, my knee began to buckle.

But as the nurse had said, the safety harness prevented me from falling.
Instead, I ended up dangling like someone doing a bungee jump.

I wasn't particularly disappointed or despairing.
Oh, I made a mistake. Good thing I didn't fall. That was the extent of my thoughts.

"Shall we stop here for today?"

The nurse asked, but I shook my head and stood up again with her help.

"No."

It wasn't because I was motivated or had the mindset that I absolutely needed to improve.
To be honest, I wanted to quit right then and rest without doing anything.

But I couldn't do that.

If I gave up and let go here, Hyun would blame himself when he woke up.
He was already injured so badly because of me, and I didn't want to worry him more.

"I'll continue."

So today, too, thinking of Hyun, I decided to try a little more.
Not for myself, but for Hyun.

* * *

Two hours later, I returned to my room after showering.

My body itself is quite sturdy, so I don't get physically tired or hurt, but stubbornly persisting with something that doesn't work is mentally exhausting, and I'm completely drained after rehabilitation training.

Normally, in this state, lying in bed would make me fall asleep, but in my case, my mind becomes clearer as time passes.

It meant the effect of the medication was wearing off.
It's pathetic and miserable that I'm at the mercy of a single pill, but there's nothing I can do about it.

No, anyone who went through the same thing as me would end up like this.
When you can see the whole world trying its hardest to torment you, how could anyone remain sane?

I'm okay because Hyun is beside me? I put Hyun in a coma with my own hands, how the fuck is that okay?

"Haah..."

As the medication wore off, anxiety and depression crept up, and I sighed deeply, rubbing my face.

The back of my head throbbed, and countless indescribable emotions swirled in my mind like noise.
It looked like I was on drugs, which made me laugh bitterly.

"It's okay... Hyun isn't dead yet. I need to greet him with a good appearance when he wakes up."

Reminding myself of the reason I've been able to hold on until now, I pulled myself together, lowered my hands from my face, and checked the time.

*4:40 PM.*

Dinner starts at 5:00, which means I'd have to wait at least 20 minutes to take my medication.
As useless thoughts began to surface again, I slowly got out of bed.

*There's a good method for times like this.*

My own routine... though that sounds a bit grand, it was my way of alleviating anxiety.
That method was sitting on the windowsill and looking at the building across where Hyun was.

I had doubts about whether it really helped, since I wasn't actually seeing his face, but just knowing he was over there was quite reassuring, so it became my go-to method.

Whenever I feel anxious, I look at the building where Hyun is and gather my thoughts; whenever I feel depressed, I comfort myself with memories of being with Hyun.

And when I can't sleep, I always lean against the window. The position is uncomfortable and painful, but since I can't sleep otherwise, I spend almost every night trying to fall asleep by the window where I can see the building Hyun is in.

"..."

During these moments, I don't have bad thoughts, I'm not anxious, and I'm not depressed.
It's probably because I'm not directly seeing Hyun that I can be like this.

If I had directly seen Hyun in a coma...
I would probably only think about wanting to fall from here and die...

"...?"

Why? Why is that guy there?
That guy shouldn't be here.

Why on earth? A spy? No, didn't Noona say she took care of everything this time? Why on earth?

"You...! You!!"

Why is Han Yeong-Seok here?
The man looked in my direction, waved his hand, and then tapped his temple with his index finger.

And it didn't take long to understand what that meant.

Ch.184 - An Incident That Should Never Happen
I tore through the window with my claws and was about to jump out, but a single thread of reason held me back.
What could I even do if I jumped out of here?

Go on a rampage and destroy all the surrounding buildings? Kill Han Yeong-Seok?
Since my horn broke, I can barely stand on my own. What am I trying to accomplish? What a joke.

While my reason begged for calm and patience, my body was already prepared for battle, heating up my Ignition Organ and scratching at the window with my claws.

It was screaming to let me out right now, that my enemy was right there waiting to be torn apart, demanding to know what the hell I was doing just sitting here.

You've been patient enough. How long are you going to keep taking this? Are you an idiot? Even an idiot would be better than you. At least they wouldn't be a pushover who just keeps enduring everything.

Reason and instinct played tug-of-war with my nerves that were already stretched to the breaking point.
In the end, instinct won.

"Aaaaargh!!"

I rammed my body into the window, shattering it, and leaped outside.
I tried to spread my wings to fly, but one wing wouldn't respond properly, and I crashed straight to the ground.

As I fell, the place where my horn had broken hurt like hell, but I didn't care.
Better to be in excruciating pain than to sit quietly and let that bastard do whatever he wanted.

With that thought, I slowly got to my feet as Han Yeong-Seok approached me, whistling.

"You can still move in that condition? Dragon bodies really are tough."

"You...! You definitely got shot in the head...!"

"You thought I was dead? I was. Look, the bullet hole is still there."

Han Yeong-Seok said this while tapping his temple.
True to his word, there was a finger-sized hole right through his temple.

"Who cares about that...? Why are you here? What are you trying to do now?!"

"What an interesting question. I told you before, didn't I? Let's meet often. I'm just keeping that promise."

Don't get drawn in. He's always tried to provoke me like this to manipulate me.
As I glared at him, grinding my teeth, Han Yeong-Seok grinned.

"You look like you're struggling quite a bit. Having a broken horn is hard to adapt to, isn't it? I know because I've experienced it myself."

What...? What the hell is he talking about?
He knows because he experienced it? Does that mean... this bastard modified his body to become a Monster?

No, don't fall for it. It's just his usual bluffing.
If he had really become a Monster, there would be visible physical changes.

Wait... he said that was just a shell. What if his real body has been modified into a Monster?
A chilling thought struck me.

But if that were the case, why bother with the shell when he could have come in his real body?
Could it be that luring me outside was the plan all along?

"You seem to be thinking a lot."

"Shut up."

"Thinking a lot is a good thing. You know what they say: I think, therefore I am. I really like that saying. It makes you feel alive, doesn't it?"

Don't answer him. If I don't react at all, maybe he'll at least shut his mouth.
With that thought, I staggered toward him, but he backed away just as much as I approached.

"You know, I was born with dulled senses. Isn't that strange? My heart was clearly beating, but I couldn't feel anything. Because of that, it took me quite a while to learn how to speak."

I gritted my teeth and moved forward, determined to shut that cursed mouth somehow.

But my damn body wouldn't listen even in this situation. Despite gritting my teeth and walking, I couldn't close the distance between us.

"I couldn't taste anything, couldn't distinguish between hot and cold, and even when I was beaten until my skin tore and bled, I only felt my body shake without feeling any pain. So I didn't know if I was alive or dead. Perhaps that's why I was able to learn necromancy."

And this crazy bastard wouldn't shut up even when I didn't respond.

"There was a time when I first felt alive. Do you know when that was?"

My head was already throbbing, my vision spinning, and my stomach churning, and listening to his endless talking was driving me insane.

I wanted nothing more than to breathe fire in his face, but unfortunately, he was standing in the direction of the building where Hyun was, so I couldn't use my Breath.

The Breath already had strong recoil, and if I used it now when I couldn't maintain my balance, it could cause a real catastrophe if I fell backward.

"It's a difficult question to answer, isn't it? After all, unless you've lived someone else's life, you can never fully empathize with their pain."

He backed away with his hands behind his back, widening the distance between us.

I swallowed my pride and followed him like a zombie, dragging one leg, but keeping up with someone walking normally while limping was no easy task.

After toying with me by walking and stopping repeatedly, he suddenly turned around and smiled.

"It was when my precious parents died. That's when I felt pain for the first time. A terrible pain, like my chest was being torn apart. At the same time, I felt ecstasy. 'Ah, I am a living being,' I thought."

"...Stop talking nonsense."

I finally couldn't hold back and responded.
I had tried to be patient, to wait until I could shut him up, but I just couldn't listen anymore.

"Did I say something strange? I was just telling my story."

"Do I look like that much of an idiot to you?"

But he just tilted his head as if he didn't understand why I was acting this way.
It was so ridiculous that I let out a hollow laugh and glared at him.

"First you were a retired Hunter, then you were dreaming of the Hunter world or whatever, and now what? You learned necromancy?"

During the Singularity Incident, gaining special abilities isn't called "learning" but "awakening."
In other words, this bastard had been lying from the beginning.

"Do you realize that every time you tell your so-called story, the details change?"

"Oh... I thought you were just a coward with no brains who always hid behind Choi Hyun, but you're surprisingly smart?"

How did you know?
He said with a gentle smile.

"Well, it doesn't change anything even if you've figured it out now."

With those final words, his body collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.
Is he leaving so easily? Without doing anything?

As I looked down at him cooling at my feet, I heard a familiar sound from above. *Crack.*

'...Above?'

That space I had seen in the hospital, that gap where Monsters emerged, was floating in the sky.
Not above my head, but right above the building where Hyun was.

Was this why Han Yeong-Seok had been maintaining that distance, leading me away?
As that thought hit me, my mind went blank.

"No..."

As if mocking my denial of reality, the torn space distorted, and then a pillar of white light crashed down with a deafening roar.

—!!

Everything went white, literally white. All I could hear was a high-pitched ringing in my ears.
I couldn't see anything, couldn't hear anything.

Soon, where the light pillar had been, there was only the building with a hole carved out in the exact shape of the pillar.
Nothing, absolutely nothing remained.

All that was left was the smell of burning so strong it could twist your nose, and the bubbling sound from the melted ground.

"Hyun...?"

I called his name, but of course, there was no answer.
Hyun would have disappeared with that pillar of light.

My legs gave out, and I crawled toward the building where Hyun had been.
The closer I got, the more the cruel reality confronted me.

Hyun was dead, vanished from this world without even leaving a handful of ashes.
It's your fault. He died because you were alive. If it weren't for you, Hyun would still be alive and well.

'You killed him.'

"No..."

No. No, that can't be. This has to be a joke. It can't end like this.
This doesn't make any sense. Why is this happening? This isn't right.

"No, no no no NO!! NOOOOO!!"

Hyun can't be dead. That's impossible.
He can't have died so meaninglessly... Hyun can't be dead...

No matter how much I tried to deny it, the reality before my eyes didn't change.

"Oh my, controlling this power is harder than I thought."

I looked up at the voice from the sky to see an unfamiliar man standing there.
No, the appearance was unfamiliar, but I knew who he was.

"This is the first time you're seeing me like this, right, Yu Sia?"

"You...! You fucking bastaaaaard!!"

Seeing him smiling lightly with red lightning crackling around him, I lost all reason and lunged at him.

Ch.185 - Counterattack
The man smiled with satisfaction as he watched Yu Sia crawling toward him on all fours.
It was a pure, innocent smile, like a child who had just finished assembling a toy after hours of effort.

Yu Sia looked up at the man and let out a monstrous howl with a face twisted like a demon.
At one moment it sounded like a beast's roar, and at another, like a scream of agony.

"Aaaaaaah!!!"

The moment reason snapped, Yu Sia began thrashing about without regard for physical limitations.

With the left leg hanging limp and useless, Yu Sia pushed off the ground with only the right arm and right leg, instantly leaping to where the man stood.

Yu Sia swung claws and lunged with bared teeth, but the man dodged the attack with a relaxed smile.
No matter how overwhelming Yu Sia's physical abilities might be, the attack trajectory was too predictable with half the body damaged.

"Haha! You fight just like a real beast!"

The man taunted with his usual laugh, but it didn't register in Yu Sia's ears, already lost to reason.
Realizing this, the man closed his mouth and began to focus on the fight.

No, this was no longer a fight.
It was a hunt—between a beast rampaging without reason and an experienced hunter moving to capture it.

"Grr, aaaaaaah!!!"

Yu Sia let out another howl and kicked off the ground, seeing the man who remained just out of reach.
With an uncontrolled, reckless charge, Yu Sia didn't even come close to the man but instead crashed straight into the hospital wall.

As the man stared at the thick cloud of dust that rose, he saw a flickering light wavering through it and immediately twisted his body.

But the flames shooting out from behind the dust cloud were faster than the man's evasive movement.

Kwaaaa!!

Taking the flames head-on, the man suffered burns across half his body. He looked at his arm where the skin had melted away to expose muscle, wearing a troubled expression.

"My, this is quite hot."

Yu Sia, determined not to miss the opportunity, charged at the man who was standing still.
The man smiled faintly as Yu Sia swung claws aimed at his throat.

A chill.

Even in this state of lost reason—or perhaps because of it—Yu Sia could sense it.
The danger of proceeding further.

Yu Sia immediately flapped wings to reduce speed and landed to the side of the man rather than directly at him.
It quickly became clear that this had been the right choice.

"What a shame. If you had charged straight in without caution, I could have ended this easily."

The man's arm, as he spoke with a smile, was covered in sharp golden scales, and his hand looked menacing, as if wearing a gauntlet.

Though different in shape and size, the man's hand had taken a form similar to Yu Sia's.

"How do you like it? Not bad, right? I couldn't make it with Reactive Armor like yours, but this is quite well-made too. In terms of pure strength, mine might be superior."

The man waved his hand proudly like a child showing off a toy, then shook it with a twisted smile.

"Now it's my turn, isn't it?"

After finishing his words, the man twisted his body toward Yu Sia and kicked off the ground.
The force was so tremendous that the floor exploded beneath his foot with a boom!!

As the man closed in and swung his claws, Yu Sia reflexively raised an arm to block—the worst possible move.

Slash!!

Four red lines appeared, running from the back of the hand all the way to the elbow.

* * *

Hyun is dead.
My only friend, and he died because of me, not anyone else.

"..."

I don't want to do anything anymore.
He was the only reason I was alive.

He always said everything would be fine. Don't worry anymore, I'm here. He always said that.
After acting so cool all the time, to die so meaninglessly like this... it's all pointless.

"What a pathetic sight."

I slowly raised my head at the voice from above, and my eyes met with those of an enormous golden dragon.
Though I was clearly looking at eyes, it felt like staring at a massive ceiling. That's how enormous the dragon was.

"Ugh...!"

"Ha, what's wrong? Scared now that you see my true form? Afraid I might eat you? You fool."

I could finally recognize the somehow familiar way of speaking.

"Light Dragon...?"

"Hmm. While that name is fine, since I've shown you my true form, call me El Arwen rather than that derogatory term."

"El Arwen...?"

I blinked in surprise at the name that seemed so ill-fitting for the Light Dragon, causing him to sigh deeply.

"This is why humans... Never mind. You won't need to use that name anymore anyway."

"So... why are you here?"

"I didn't come here—you did. This should be a familiar space to you, shouldn't it?"

Looking around at his words, I realized this was indeed a place I'd been before.
A place with nothing but darkness, no sky or ground.

"Deep consciousness...?"

"Yes. The moment you thought Choi Hyun died, you turned away from reality and fled here."

I bit my lip hard and glared at the Light Dragon as he forced reality upon me.

"What do you think I am... some kind of superhuman? My friend disappeared without even leaving a bone fragment right before my eyes, and you expect me to get over that?"

I'm not a hero.

I can't always smile and say everything's fine like Choi Hyun, I'm not smart enough to devise solutions in any situation like Seo Ha-Young, and I don't have the strength to live with a broken heart like Ryu Hwa.

"Don't be ridiculous... Stop this bullshit!! I'm suffering too!! I've even thought about dying!! Hyun was the one who stopped me, but now Hyun...! Hyun died right in front of me... How am I supposed to accept that...?"

I'm just an ordinary citizen.
The kind who can't become a hero.

"For someone saying that, you're quite eager to fight."

"What...?"

"The fact that you're here means your unconscious has taken your place. In other words, you're moving on instinct alone. If you truly had a broken heart and didn't want to do anything as you claim, your body would have accepted death and gone limp the moment you came here. But your body is fighting."

I stared blankly at my hands at the Light Dragon's words.

"Do you really want to end it like this? Because your friend died, nothing matters anymore—will you put everything down and accept death?"

"..."

"At the very least, if you're a man, if you were a man. Even if you die, you should die after completing your revenge for your friend."

I was confused.
Far from accepting it, my head just hurt.

But... at least I could understand what I needed to do.

"Now that's a much more worthy expression."

As I nodded, the massive wings gently pushed me away.
Feeling a similar pull to what I'd felt before, I was about to close my eyes when—

—One piece of advice. That hospital where you are, don't you think it's been too quiet since the fight began?

With those final words, I regained consciousness.

* * *

I opened my eyes wide from pain severe enough to bring back my lost reason, clutching my left arm and screaming.
Fuck...! Of all times to wake up...!!

"Aaaaargh!!"

"That was a bit shallow."

At the man's voice, I glared at him, grinding my teeth.
Noticing I had regained consciousness, he wore a puzzled expression.

"Hmm? Surprising. I thought you'd be crying and begging for your life once you came to your senses."

"Heh... Thanks to certain people, I've experienced enough pain to handle this level of agony, you fucking bastard..."

Though I was trying to appear composed while smiling, to the man's eyes I probably looked like someone desperately pretending to be calm while tears streamed down my face.

Fuck, this really hurts like hell.

"For someone saying that, your legs are trembling. And speaking while crying like that isn't very convincing."

"Come at me if you're so confident."

"Hahaha! What an adorable provocation. Well then... let's see how much more you can take."

Red lightning crackled between the man's fingers as he spoke.
Only then did I realize something was wrong, but I forced a smile while clenching my teeth.

*If it were Hyun, that's what he would do.*

My Ignition Organ, which had been unconsciously restricted by the thought that I shouldn't harm others, began to pulse violently.

Just by breathing in and out, the surroundings began to heat up, and the moisture in the air dried up and even caught fire from the heat radiating from my body.

This much heat was generated just by standing still, without even directly spewing fire.
I didn't need to see it to know what would happen if this Ignition Organ started producing flames in earnest.

"Then I should start preparing too."

The man said, surrounding himself with red electrical current.
I didn't know what he was planning, but I couldn't just stand there watching like an idiot.

Having finished preheating my Ignition Organ first, I planted my hands and feet firmly on the ground like a cannon and spewed fire toward the man.
Bright red flames instantly engulfed the man and the surrounding area.

The clear sky was suddenly covered with black smoke and flames, bringing darkness to the surroundings.
It was an overwhelming amount of fire, impossible to believe it came from a body less than 140cm tall.

SHWAAAAK——!!

But that wasn't the end.
The flames grew hotter and brighter until they became a single beam of light illuminating the surroundings.

The light was so intense that it made the surroundings look dark despite the sun still being up.
Needless to say, the power contained in that light was immense.

The light, which seemed like it would last forever, flickered a few times before finally ending as I closed my mouth.

"Keh, keuuugh..."

Of course, my body wasn't in great shape after shooting out flames with such heat.

The blood throughout my body boiled from the overheating of my Ignition Organ, and the area around my mouth burned as if scalded from having to withstand such heat head-on.

Fortunately, I started to recover immediately, but I was definitely not in any condition to move right away.

*So hot...*

My vocal cords must have been completely cooked from shooting the Heat Ray beyond my limits, as only a wheezing sound came out when I tried to make a noise.

Still... the idiot who took this head-on couldn't be unharmed.
Thinking this, I raised my head.

"That was intense. But I received it adequately."

The man, now looking like he was wearing full-body armor, was emitting blue lightning all over his body.

"Now, let me return it to you."

Ah, this is really the end.
As I was thinking this and relaxing my body—

Thunk!!

"What...!?"

A large blade protruded from the center of the man's chest.

"Sorry."

No, someone had stabbed him from behind with a knife.

"I'm late because I had to get treatment!"

Choi Hyun said with a smile.

Ch.186 - Not A Chance.
It was Hyun.

Though he was partially hidden behind the man and my vision was a bit blurry—perhaps from the Heat Ray I'd just expelled or my deteriorating eyesight—I could tell it was him just from his voice.

What on earth was happening here?
Was this an illusion born from overwhelming longing? A fleeting dream? Or perhaps a product of guilt?

Even though I saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears, I couldn't believe them.
After all, Hyun had been in front of me when the building...

*Ah, could it be...*

Suddenly remembering what the Berserk Dragon had said, I belatedly looked around.
The building that had once been a hospital was now half-collapsed, with fires burning everywhere, reduced to little more than ruins.

But strangely, I couldn't hear the ear-splitting fire alarms, Heroes directing evacuations, or even people screaming.

It was as if the building were completely empty.

*No way.*

It had been at most 10 minutes—no, barely 5 minutes—since that man and I had started fighting.
Could everyone in the hospital have evacuated in that time? Even patients who couldn't move well, without a single person left behind?

That was impossible. Even with well-trained people, evacuating a building this size would take at least 5 minutes. Especially considering patients with limited mobility.

Moreover, I hadn't seen a single person leaving the hospital since the fight began.

Even if I'd been too focused on the fight to notice my surroundings, a large group of people moving would have caught my attention regardless. There was only one conclusion.

*Was the building empty from the start?*

Thinking about it now, there had been several suspicious things.

The hospital had been unusually quiet, and while preventing me from finding Hyun was one thing, they'd even stopped me from wandering around near my hospital room.

Of course, considering what I'd done, stopping me wasn't strange, but their excuses for sending me back to my room had been flimsy at best.

So how did they know to empty the hospital? Did they know that man would come looking for me? Or did they use me as bait to lure him in?

My thoughts became complicated with a strange sense of betrayal, but I decided to put it all aside for now. If we survived, we could discuss these things anytime.

With that thought, I turned back to Hyun just as the man with the hole in his chest erupted with blue lightning all over his body.

*He's still alive with a hole in his chest?*

It was incomprehensible by common sense, but for that monster, it seemed possible.

"Hyun...!"

Worried he might have been hurt, I called out to him with my raspy voice, and saw a dark shadow drop behind the man.

No, not dropping—it was moving to avoid the lightning spreading in all directions.

"Whew, a second later and I would've been electrocuted chicken."

"Hyun...! Hyun...!! Kuhak, kuhak!!"

Though my mouth had somewhat recovered, my throat hadn't healed completely, and blood gushed out when I shouted.
Seeing this, Hyun immediately came to my side and roughly wiped my mouth with his hand.

"You don't need to shout, I can hear you just fine. Don't strain yourself when you're in such bad shape. Is your arm okay?"

I looked down at my arm at his words.
The torn part was wriggling as it healed, but it still hurt.

"...Hurts like hell."

"Yeah, let's finish this quickly and get you treated."

Hearing his voice—which I thought I'd never hear again—made me choke up a bit, but I held it in and looked at his face.
As if his excuse about being late due to treatment was true, half of Hyun's face was covered in bandages.

He came to help me in that condition?
Really, what a stubborn fool.

"You're alive."

"Of course I'm alive. After making such a cool exit, dying pathetically would be too embarrassing."

Despite his obviously terrible physical condition, Hyun didn't lose his smile.
Yes, this was it. This was the Hero image I'd always admired.

I had a mountain of things I wanted to say, but now wasn't the time for leisurely conversation.
Hyun seemed to have the same thought, as he silently met my eyes, nodded, and then turned his gaze to where the man stood.

"Ha, hehehe.... Interesting. I vaguely knew this was a trap, but I never expected you to use your friend as bait."

"I feel bad about that too. I plan to atone for that sin after I kill you, so don't worry about it."

Hyun glanced at me briefly before glaring at the man with those words.
The man turned his head toward me and shouted:

"See? This is the true face of Heroes. You're just bait to be used and discarded whenever convenient. Can you still say Heroes are right? Can you really trust those who might stab you in the back at any moment?"

It was an incredibly stupid thing to say coming from the man who had tormented me more than anyone, even trying to kill me.

What the hell does he think I am?
Beyond anger, I felt so exasperated that I let out a hollow laugh and showed him my middle finger.

"Still better than you, asshole."

If my throat had been fine, I would have shouted it, but this was the best I could do with my sore throat.
The man quietly looked down at me, then sighed deeply and shook his head.

"How sad. It's obvious you'll be used and discarded, yet you're so blinded by a meaningless relationship that you can't see that fact."

"Why is your tongue so long? Trying to buy time to recover?"

"Hahah, yes. You've hit the nail on the head."

The man said, removing the hand covering his chest wound.
The large hole that had been in the center of the man's chest had somehow already healed.

"Even I can't fight with a hole in my chest, you know?"

Though I couldn't see his expression because of the armor covering his body, his voice tinged with laughter told me he was smiling.

"You monster..."

"Did you know? The reason your recovery is fast is exactly the same as mine. If I'm a monster, that means you're the same kind of monster as me."

In the past, that comment would have irritated me, but now it didn't bother me at all.
After everything I'd been through, getting depressed about being called a monster would be ridiculous.

"Fine, I'm a monster. So what? If you have nothing else to say, shut up and come at me."

I heated up my Ignition Organ again.
My throat was still burning, but it had recovered enough to breathe fire, if not a Heat Ray.

"I could accept one-on-one, but two-on-one? Isn't that unfair?"

"A terrorist talking about fairness? You should have been prepared for this when you did bad things."

"No, I'm not complaining. I just wanted to say that I now have justification to call for reinforcements too."

"What?"

As I blinked at the man's words, he tightly gripped the empty air and tore it open.
Yes, he literally tore open the empty space.

With a loud crack, the air was roughly torn apart, revealing a distorted space.

"I found I could do this after using this body. What do you think? It's much bigger than before, right?"

Behind the man, who was smiling with satisfaction, wolf monsters I'd seen at the hospital began pouring out, followed by all kinds of monsters.

"Damn... How many did you make...?"

Seeing the endless stream of monsters, I finally understood why Harmageddon had only used monster attacks twice in their terrorist activities.

They had been stockpiling them.
They had been stockpiling hundreds of monsters for this very moment.

"You coward..."

At my words, the man tilted his head as if confused.

"I'll return what you said earlier. As a Hero, you should have been prepared for this much, right?"

The man said, raising his hand.
Just then, scraps of paper fluttered down from the sky.

*Paper?*

The image that flashed through my mind was red hair.

"Ugh, disgusting how many there are."

"Get down!"

At Hyun's shout, I instinctively dropped to the ground.

—!!!

A series of explosions followed, accompanied by a deafening roar.
The explosions were so powerful that the blast waves shattered all the surrounding windows.

The overwhelming firepower instantly swept away the monsters that had been pouring out.

"Ugh...!?"

It was a familiar ability.
The carpet bombing-like explosions continued for quite some time, and when they finally stopped, less than half of the monsters remained alive.

Naturally, it wasn't a very pleasant sight for mental health.
I thought I'd gotten used to all sorts of things by now, but this was...

"Urp..."

"Ha, never thought I'd see this again in my lifetime."

Hyun let out a hollow laugh and turned around, and I followed his gaze.

"You're late."

"This is me coming as fast as I could, you know?"

From beyond the acrid smoke came the sound of clicking heels, and Ryu Hwa emerged, her red hair fluttering.

"So, where is that bastard?"

"Oh dear."

For the first time, the man wore an expression of being at a disadvantage.

Ch.187 - Revenge Match
Ryu Hwa emerged through the smoke, brushing her bangs back as she surveyed her surroundings. There were many monster corpses, but plenty had survived the bombardment as well.

"There's still an annoyingly large number of them."

Their numbers had definitely decreased. But the enemy had started with so many that even after wiping out more than half, they were still outnumbered.

"Ah... A-Class Hero Ryu Hwa. I suspected, but I didn't expect the bomb maniac to come help the Light Dragon."

Hearing the man's voice with its mocking laugh, Ryu Hwa looked around and glared at him with a fierce scowl.

"What kind of bullshit are you spouting, you idiot? Does this kid look like the Light Dragon to you? Whatever, shut up and fight. Or what, are you scared despite your numbers?"

Realizing his weak provocation wasn't working, the man closed his mouth at Ryu Hwa's response and shrugged.

"Well, if the parties involved have finished talking, I don't need to say anything more. Then, shall we continue the fight as you wish?"

As soon as the man finished speaking, one of the monsters at the front let out a horrific cry and began charging toward us.

Not just one or two, but dozens of monsters simultaneously shrieked and charged with crazed eyes, making my heart feel like it was shriveling up.

What made it worse was that each one stood well over 2 meters tall, creating an overwhelming pressure that was no joke.

Thud-thud-thud-thud...

"Ha, this brings back memories. It was just like this when the Gate burst open in Songdo."

"Noona, can you do that thing from earlier one more time?"

"That takes at least 10 minutes to prepare. It's better to just fight than waste time setting it up. Now shut up and swing your sword!!"

"I know that without you telling me!"

■■■—!!!

Hyun swung his sword at the bear monster leading the charge, instantly cutting off its front paws before stepping aside. Ryu Hwa attached a paper to the bear's chest and dodged to the side as well.

Returning to his position, Hyun immediately kicked the monster with the paper on its stomach, sending it flying back toward the other monsters following behind.

Soon after, a bang erupted as an explosion occurred, making the following monsters hesitate.

"Looks like you haven't gotten rusty!"

"You neither!"

Far from being overwhelmed by their numerical disadvantage, Hyun and Ryu Hwa pushed forward with nearly perfect coordination.

When a monster attacked, Hyun would block it and immediately cut off its arms or legs to neutralize it. Ryu Hwa would find openings with uncanny precision, attaching bombs to the monsters, and Hyun would kick them away to use them as explosive weapons.

Their movements were as natural as flowing water, without a single wasted motion. I knew this wasn't the time, but I felt a strange tingling in my chest.

*I can do this too.*

With my eyes wide open at the tingling in my chest, I immediately heated up my ignition organ and took a deep breath. Without armor like that man over there, this should be enough...!

"Both of you, get out of the way!!"

After confirming that the two had scattered to the sides, I breathed fire straight ahead. Opening my mouth as wide as possible, I released a full blast of flames, causing the monsters to writhe in agony as their bodies caught fire.

But somehow, despite being on fire, they continued to advance. No, they were using their burning comrades' bodies as shields to push forward.

"Where do you think you're going, you bastards!!"

Ryu Hwa shouted and threw handfuls of white paper from her pocket. The papers fell among the advancing monsters and exploded upon contact with the flames.

—!! ———!!!

With the continuous explosions, I closed my mouth as my lungs felt like they were collapsing, and I caught my breath.

"Good! Well done!"

As soon as I stopped my breath attack, Hyun immediately rushed forward and began dealing with the remaining monsters at an incredible speed.

When you think about it, each of those monsters easily exceeded 2 or 3 meters in height, yet Hyun was moving freely among them, literally slaughtering them.

Although Ryu Hwa's explosions and my breath attack had done significant damage, it was still an impressive display of skill.

"He really is amazing..."

"There's a reason he was called an S-Class Hero. In this state, even I can't jump in carelessly. I'd just get in the way."

"Wouldn't it be better to support him by throwing bombs like before?"

I suggested cautiously, but Ryu Hwa sighed deeply and shook her head.

"Even if I aim precisely, explosions going off nearby would just be a distraction. Right now, the best help we can give him is to stay out of his way."

That made sense. Even knowing that the exploding papers were an ally's ability, having things exploding nearby would be distracting. And if the dust clouds blocked his vision and he missed an attack from a blind spot... No, let's not think about losing.

Defeat here means death. So we absolutely won't lose.

"Well then, shall we go fight that one over there?"

Ryu Hwa said, turning toward where the man stood. He was still in the same spot, not having moved an inch, just watching us.

"My, are you planning to face me after dumping all those monsters on your ally? Do you really think that's possible?"

"We won't know until we try."

"Impressive mindset, but I wonder how long that confidence will last."

"If you're so curious, come find out yourself. What, scared to face both of us? Don't be a coward, come at us and let's see what happens."

Despite Ryu Hwa's provocation, the man only responded with a calm chuckle. As both Ryu Hwa and I began to feel uneasy about his lack of reaction, the man finally started to move.

"Me? Why would I bother doing that?"

The man snapped his fingers as he spoke, and once again, a rift opened behind him. Anyone could tell this was to summon reinforcements.

"How many hidden cards does this crazy bastard have?!"

I frowned at Ryu Hwa's words, but the one fortunate thing was that the rift behind the man was much smaller than the one from which the monsters had poured out earlier.

The rift he had opened earlier by tearing through the air with his hands was at least three, no, five times larger than this one.

"I don't think many will come out this time. The rift is much smaller than before."

"...Maybe. But looking at it another way, it could mean something that much more formidable is coming through."

The man laughed softly at Ryu Hwa's words and clapped slowly.

"Correct. The one coming through now is a masterpiece created by the Doctor and myself."

Come out now, don't be shy.
What slowly emerged from the rift was someone I knew well.

No, I'm not sure if "someone" is the right word, but it was an entity I had fought before.

The same blonde hair as mine, the same eyes as mine, but with one difference from before...
Scales had appeared on both cheeks, and a tail had grown.

"No. 445...?"

"Hello, unnie. It's been a while."

No. 445 said with a faint smile. Ryu Hwa looked back and forth between No. 445 and me, then shuddered.

"Were you... sisters?"

"No. That thing just... looks a lot like me."

"But the resemblance is too strong..."

The one who answered Ryu Hwa's comment wasn't me but No. 445. She tapped the floor with her tail and shrugged.

"Of course we look similar since we're basically mass-produced from the same factory. Both me and unnie No. 441."

Frowning at No. 445's words, Ryu Hwa seemed to understand the situation and widened her eyes. Just as Ryu Hwa was about to speak again, a blue lightning bolt precisely split the space between us.

"That's enough pleasant conversation. I understand No. 445 is happy to see her unnie, but please refrain from unnecessary chatter. We're in the middle of a fight."

"...Yes, Uncle."

"Then I'll leave this to you. Now, shall we go together?"

The man smiled with satisfaction, then moved at an incredible speed to grab Ryu Hwa by the neck and flew toward where Hyun was. That cowardly bastard...!!

"Hyun!!"

Just as I was about to chase after them, a golden tail blocked my view.

"Unnie is this way."

"Kagh...!?"

No. 445 caught my neck with her tail and threw me into the hospital building. I had no chance to counterattack as I crashed through the wall.

"Ugh... my head..."

Of all places to hit, it had to be my head, making the spot where my horn had broken throb painfully. I couldn't even stand properly. As I trembled, holding my forehead with one hand due to the terrible headache, No. 445 walked in, dispersing the dust.

"You've gotten much weaker, unnie."

"You just happened to find me when I'm at my weakest... How cowardly..."

"Uncle said that hunting should be done when the prey is at its weakest. So this isn't cowardly, it's smart."

"If you can't even talk properly..."

As I staggered to my feet, leaning against the wall, No. 445 grinned, flickering flames between her teeth.

"Now, a bit late, but it's time for round two, unnie."

Let's have more fun this time.
No. 445 said these crazy words as she charged at me.

Ch.188 - One-Sided Battle
I had been calling this the second round.
Yeah, if getting one-sidedly beaten counts as a fight, then I guess it is the second round.

Thwack!!

"Ugh...!"

Combo, combo, combo.
No. 445 didn't seem to tire at all as she pummeled me without even pausing to breathe.

When I opened my eyes at the whooshing sound, I immediately curled up at the sight of a golden tail.
Then I clenched my teeth against the dull pain hammering my arms.

Just when I thought I might hold out, my body couldn't withstand the force and went flying, crashing straight into the wall.

CRASH!!

Thud, crumble... Pieces of concrete fell on my head as the wall shattered.
My arm throbbed where I'd blocked No. 445's tail. Fortunately, it wasn't broken since I could still move it somehow.

As a trade-off, I guess, the wound that man had left earlier must have reopened from the impact, because blood was now streaming down my arm.

"Ahaha! How long are you going to just take hits, Unnie!! Huh? Even if you've gotten weaker, at least try to fight back a little!"

Have I gotten weaker, or has she gotten stronger?

*Probably both.*

This is so unfair.
Someone gets nerfed while someone else gets buffed. How am I supposed to fight in these conditions?

"What, have you given up already?"

"Given up?"

Yeah, I fucking want to give up.
If Choi Hyun's life and mine weren't at stake, I would've thrown in the towel and collapsed long ago.

I gritted my teeth and pushed myself up against the half-destroyed wall.
A groan escaped my lips involuntarily.

"Huff... We're just getting started. Come at me."

"Puhahaha! You've been getting your ass kicked this whole time and you're telling me to come at you? Aren't you acting a bit too tough?"

"Why is your tongue so long... I can't hear you well right now, so why don't you come closer and say that again?"

"Why should I?"

"What, afraid you'll lose like last time?"

Scared?
As I grinned provocatively, No. 445's pupils contracted sharply.

"I'm going to kill you."

I laughed reflexively at the sudden chill I felt.
I know this isn't a laughing situation, but it just burst out automatically.

"You're laughing?"

*Ah... I think I shouldn't have provoked her.*

I regretted it too late, but once words leave your mouth, you can't take them back.
No. 445 approached much faster than before and swung her fist.

I tried to block it by extending my hand, but she twisted her body to avoid my hand and slammed her fist into my side.

"Kuhup...!?"

I couldn't breathe even though she hadn't hit my throat or solar plexus.
As I instinctively curled up, her fist struck my chin next.

Just as I was seeing stars, something heavy slammed into my stomach.

"Kkhaaak...!?"

Crack.

No joke, I heard that sound in my head as my body flew backward, smashing through several hospital walls before finally stopping.

"Ugh...!?"

As I opened my eyes, wincing in pain, a large chunk of concrete that had been precariously hanging from a nearly broken rebar swayed and then crashed down on top of me.

"...!!"

Boom...!

...I'm not sure if it's fortunate or unfortunate, but while the concrete chunk did fall on me, it didn't completely crush me.

"...Haah."

This is the worst situation.
I'm not just saying that because it's difficult—it's the conclusion I've reached after thinking about it rationally.

That man. Honestly, if I only had to deal with him, it wouldn't be the worst—I would have won already.
Hundreds of monsters? This would be tough too, but Ryu Hwa and I could have managed somehow.

But No. 445... she's too much to handle.
If my body were at least in decent condition, I would have tried to figure something out.

But right now, I can't even stand properly, let alone fly.
How am I supposed to face No. 445 in this condition? Especially when she's returned even more evolved than before?

*That's impossible.*

By the way, is the Association still keeping quiet in this situation?
Or are they still unable to do anything because of the spy?

*Fuck... what the hell is the Association doing...*

I was really frustrated and annoyed with the incompetent Association and this whole situation.
For a moment, I thought about giving up completely.

*...I have to hold out somehow.*

If I give up here, the only future is death. Knowing that, how could I possibly give up?
I steeled my resolve and tried to push aside the concrete chunk crushing my body.

"Kkeuk..."

But the moment I applied a little force, something sharp seemed to stab into my side, bringing tears to my eyes.
When I took that tail hit to my stomach earlier, something must have gone wrong, because even the slightest movement cut off my breath, making it impossible to exert any strength.

*This really... fucking hurts...!*

Have I ever hurt this much in my life, except when my horn broke?
No, getting burned hurt quite a bit too. And when that bastard sliced my arm earlier...

*Thinking about it this way makes it a bit more bearable...*

Let me try to endure... I'll push it away on the count of three.

*One, two...!*

I gritted my teeth and shoved the pile of rocks off me.

"Kkeuugk...!"

*This fucking hurts like hell...!!*

Tears welled up in my eyes.
Still, I somehow managed to push the rocks away and the momentum helped me get up.

"Wow, you actually got up? I thought you'd end up whining and begging for help because you couldn't move it yourself."

I raised my head at the voice from in front of me, and through my blurry vision, I saw bright red flames flickering.
I flinched and blinked a few times until my vision cleared, revealing golden hair fluttering in the wind.

It was just blurry because of my tears.
I'd been terrified thinking my eyes had gone bad again. With a bitter smile, I slowly got to my feet.

"I've been, ugh... through a lot... haah... whew..."

"Ahahaha! No matter how much you groan and pretend to be tough, I don't believe you at all, Unnie."

I didn't even have the energy to get angry, let alone respond, so I just raised my middle finger in reply.
That must have annoyed No. 445, because she wiped the smile off her face and strode toward me.

"Let's see how long you can last like that."

I slowly caught my breath and relaxed my arms.
Whatever had happened, No. 445's strength was now almost equal to mine... no, in my current state, I was definitely at a disadvantage.

So instead of blocking and wasting energy unnecessarily, I should try to use her power against her.
...But how do I do that? I've never learned martial arts or anything.

"Why are you just standing there blankly?!"

In the brief moment I lost focus due to pain and fatigue, No. 445 had approached right in front of me and was swinging her tail.
As if she literally intended to separate my bones from my flesh, her tail was flying toward my stomach again.

If I get hit this time, something will definitely break.

Instinctively realizing this, I ignored the pain in my side and backed away, smashing through the wall with my back.
No. 445's tail struck the nearby wall instead of me, and the wall that had been barely holding up literally shattered into pieces.

If I had tried to block that head-on, my ribs would have been completely shattered.
I swallowed hard at the terrifying thought and clutched my aching side.

"How long are you going to just dodge? Are you planning to just run away until the end like last time? Waiting for me to let my guard down?"

"I'll probably keep dodging as long as I can. I don't particularly enjoy being in pain, you know."

I don't even understand what I'm saying anymore, but it doesn't matter.
My job right now isn't to defeat No. 445, but to trust Choi Hyun and Ryu Hwa and buy as much time as possible.

If I can stall with nonsense like this, then of course I should.

"Looks like you're trying to buy time... Why, are you waiting for that Oppa and the red-haired Unnie? Thinking they'll somehow save you?"

*She's already figured me out...*

Well, it's pretty obvious when I'm so blatantly trying to stall for time.

I was about to pretend otherwise, but the scene beyond the collapsed wall left me speechless.

Ryu Hwa was staggering, having lost one arm, and Choi Hyun was barely standing, covered in blood.

"How sad. It looks like it's already over on that side."

That's when I realized.
The ones who really needed help weren't me, but them.

"Your only hope is gone, so what will you do now? Want to give up? If you surrender now, I won't kill you."

I frowned at No. 445's words.
Not because of some petty pride.

The moment I saw those two still fighting despite their wounds and Ryu Hwa's lost arm, I frowned because I felt so pathetic in comparison.

"...Alright. Let's do this properly. This time, I'll be the one doing the saving."

That it's okay now, that I'm here.
Let me say that at least once.

"Huh? What are you mumbling about?"

"You don't need to know. Just talking to myself."

It's really going to hurt like hell. Well, the pain doesn't matter, but I hope I don't pass out.
With that thought, I firmly gripped the remaining part of my broken horn.

"Huff..."

Please let my theory be correct.
Praying silently, I used my fingernail to cut off a bit more of the broken horn.

Ch.189 - Envious
After my horn broke, I kept wondering the same thing.
Why did they insist on disinfecting it every three hours?

My first thought was that something had gone terribly wrong when my horn broke, causing it to rot quickly... but thinking about it, that made no sense.

The horn had broken less than a day ago—how could a perfectly healthy horn start rotting so quickly?

Even if it was rotting, disinfecting it every three hours was ridiculous. If it was truly rotting, they should have performed surgery first.

And the disinfection method and solution were strange too.
They'd practically soak the horn with disinfectant, and the solution was so harsh that I never got used to it no matter how many times they applied it.

The pain lessened day by day, but "lessened" doesn't mean it disappeared.
So why did they need to disinfect it so thoroughly?

Here's my theory: they were using those "disinfections" to prevent my horn from growing back.
And that solution probably wasn't disinfectant at all, but something else entirely.

As for why... well, maybe they were afraid that if my horn grew back, my mind would reconnect with that man outside.
I'm sure there were other reasons too, but that's all I can think of right now.

"Huh... hah..."

With the part where my horn had been cut off hurting like hell, I couldn't think straight no matter how hard I tried.
Half-dazed, I stared blankly at the horn fragment on the floor before looking up.

No. 445, who had been mocking me until just moments ago, was staring at me with wide eyes, apparently shocked by my sudden self-harm.

I don't blame her for being surprised. Someone who had been gritting their teeth and fighting suddenly harming themselves—I'd be surprised too.

"Are you giving up? How boring."

"Who said... I'm giving up? Don't jump to... conclusions. Besides, this stopped being... fun a long time ago..."

"If you're not giving up, how do you plan to beat me in that state?"

*That's a good question.*

As that thought crossed my mind, I couldn't help but snicker, but the moment was short-lived as my vision suddenly blurred and I staggered, bracing myself against the nearby wall.

"Now you can't even stand properly."

"This? Pfft... Maybe the blood's rushing to my head. I do feel a bit dizzy."

More accurately, it was rushing to one horn, but blood rushing to my head wasn't wrong either, so whatever.
That wasn't what mattered anyway.

I pushed away from the wall and swept my bangs—wet with blood flowing from my horn—behind my head.
My legs were still weak, but at least I wasn't staggering anymore.

Once I stood straight, my wavering vision began to return to normal, and the dizziness that had been tormenting me started to subside.

*I think I blacked out briefly when I cut my horn, but it doesn't seem like much time has passed.*

After briefly checking the situation outside, I turned back to look at No. 445.
Still wearing a puzzled expression, she blinked as I stood straight after pushing away from the wall, then frowned.

"Your horn..."

"You're quite observant. If you'd noticed a little sooner, we might have had to fight before I recovered."

I chuckled and raised my hand to lightly touch where my horn was.
Though still small and soft, there was definitely something that could be called a horn taking shape.

*I wasn't sure, but it actually worked.*

Maybe because strength had returned to my limbs after so long, the feeling was quite strange.
But it was a good strange, definitely not bad.

As I was stretching my limbs, No. 445 mocked me.

"You think you can beat me just because one horn grew back?"

"Well, we won't know until we fight, will we?"

While my horn growing back allowed me to control my body properly again, if you asked whether that gave me confidence in victory, well...
Like I said, we wouldn't know until we actually fought.

She had been toying with me when I was half-crippled.
So I couldn't be absolutely certain of victory just because my body had returned to normal.

But I would win.

"So come at me. Let's see who wins."

Because I had to win.

* * *

I gritted my teeth as I looked at Yu Sia before me.
I gritted my teeth looking at my hateful sister. No, the "complete type."

*It's unfair.*

When horns break, they don't grow back.
No, forget horns—any external sign of modification, whatever it might be, doesn't grow back.

Because these things aren't supposed to be on a human body in the first place.
Have you ever seen a human with horns? With wings? With a tail?

No, you haven't.
That's the norm.

Therefore, even if a human modified into a monster has overwhelming regenerative abilities, they can't regrow horns or wings that have been cut off.

Because the human body recognizes horns, wings, and tails as "things that shouldn't be there."
If a growth falls off your body, why would you make it grow back?

In that sense, Yu Sia was unfair and irrational.
Both the fact that her broken horn grew back and the abnormally fast speed at which it grew.

Why couldn't I be like that? Why, despite all that suffering, was I never acknowledged even once?
Why did no one save me? Why couldn't I...

"Come at me."

Be like that?
My clenched fists trembled.

I know it's ugly jealousy.
But even knowing that, I couldn't hold back.

"Die!!"

"Who dies just because someone tells them to?!"

Shouting that, I charged forward and swung my tail.
Far from backing away, Yu Sia took the tail with her body and pushed back against me.

*What strength...!?*

I was momentarily taken aback, but quickly fell backward and spewed fire toward Yu Sia's face.
I thought that even if she was a complete type, fire breathed at this distance would have some impact, but...

Seeing the pair of eyes visible through the flames, I realized I was mistaken.
Then a black shadow broke through the flames. It was a hand.

That hand—the one that almost killed me at the courthouse.
The hand that remained unscathed by the heat ray I spewed, the hand that made me burn myself.

"Ugh...!"

Feeling a chill run down my spine, I reflexively closed my mouth.
Only after Yu Sia's hand covered my entire face did I realize something was wrong, and I swung my tail again.

But the tail aimed at her jaw didn't even hit it, getting caught by her other hand instead.
I thought that was the end, but Yu Sia, still gripping my tail tightly, swung me and slammed me into the floor.

"Gah...!?"

It hurt.

My tail in Yu Sia's grip, my back and shoulders that hit the floor.
There wasn't a single part of me that didn't hurt.

"I'm returning what you gave me earlier."

As I raised my head at those words, what I saw was a huge wing.
There wasn't even time to react. In the brief moment I blinked, a massive impact overwhelmed me.

"Kah...!?"

Hit by the enormous wing, I flew and crashed into the wall.
The moment I hit the wall, a cracking sound came from my right shoulder, which hit first, followed by terrible pain.

It hurt. Of course, it hurt less than the injections I received dozens of times a day, but pain was still pain.

"Urgh..."

"Why are you lying there like that? I didn't even hit you that hard."

Why is she so unscathed?
We both have bodies modified into Berserk Dragons, so why is my durability in this state while that monster is...

*It's unfair...*

Gritting my teeth, I clutched my right shoulder, which I could barely move, and got up.
Yu Sia looked at me coldly before turning to look outside the building.

"Get up again if you're not going to stay down. There's someone waiting for me outside."

As I gritted my teeth and tried to stand again, a thought crossed my mind.
What if I didn't get up here and just stayed down? If that meant Yu Sia would kill Uncle... no, that madman.

*Could I be free?*

Could I live without getting injections every day, without writhing in pain every day?
Just as that thought crossed my mind...

—My, what bad thoughts you're having?

"No... No!! That's not it!!"

"What...?"

I desperately tried to deny it, but it was no use.
I could feel that gaze—the one I couldn't escape no matter where I ran.

—Then I suppose I can retrieve you?

"No...! No!!"

Whether he was saying it was already too late, no answer came.
I just felt the sensation gradually disappearing from my fingertips.

"I'll try hard, really hard!! I'll never, ever have bad thoughts again!!"

"What the hell are you suddenly babbling about...!?"

Gritting my teeth, I charged at Yu Sia.
I swung my tail, threw punches with my broken right arm, and breathed fire, but no matter how much I struggled, no answer came.

"Please!! Please!! Please just once! Pleeeease!!"

I charged desperately.
Even when hit by Yu Sia's wings or scratched by her nails, I clung on without caring.

"I'll... I'll really try hard from now on..."

I begged and pleaded and begged again, but eventually, all sensation in my lower body disappeared.
And then what appeared before me was...

"What..."

"I believe I already gave you a second chance, No. 445."

The man said that and then swung his nails, cutting my body in half.
I envy my sister.

Failing, failing again, and failing yet again...
I envy my sister who gets to live until she succeeds, who gets such opportunities.

"I don't want to die..."

I...

Ch.190 - Confronting It Head-on
I couldn't understand what was happening right in front of me.

No matter how insane someone might be, I never thought—couldn't even imagine—that he would kill someone who called him Uncle, someone he himself had called his "masterpiece," without the slightest hesitation.

How broken does a human have to be to do something like that without any hesitation?

"Really now, I warned you so many times, but it still ended up like this. How unfortunate."

Unfortunate? A man who kills someone without the slightest hesitation calls it unfortunate?
Yes, No. 445 attacked me, and yes, I was angry about getting hurt, but I never intended to kill her.

Taking a life—killing someone—requires a certain resolve.
Yes, it's pathetic, but I still haven't found the resolve to kill anyone.

I only thought I should do my best to protect others.
But what the hell is this guy? What kind of brain structure does he have that lets him do something like that so casually?

"Hmm, it looks funny dangling like that. Ahaha! Doctor, really, I told you there was no need to suture it so firmly."

He playfully laughed while holding No. 445's tail in his hand, swinging it lightly.
Every time the still-attached legs, waist, and unbroken intestines swayed, I felt like a piece of my humanity was being chipped away.

What happened before my eyes was clearly reality, but it was so surreal that I couldn't even feel nauseous.
My mind just went completely blank.

"My, you look quite shocked. Are you surprised that I killed No. 445?"

I flinched when a pair of eyes focused directly on me, and I took a step back.

"You crazy bastard..."

Not long ago, I might have engaged in conversation, but now I didn't even want to respond.
A disgusting human. No, he couldn't even be called human—just some twisted something.

"You're not focusing on me at all. Are you perhaps worried about your friend outside?"

"What...?"

Wait a minute. That's right.
If this madman is here, then...

"Ah, don't worry about that. I've already finished over there."

For a moment, I almost lunged at him, but I managed to calm myself down and slowly examined him.
There was what looked like a cut mark on his left forearm and the smell of blood rising from it.

The blood smell was mixed with No. 445's and something else, making it hard to distinguish, but since I'd smelled it before, I could identify it quickly.
That foul, rotten stench like a summer sewer. Yes, that's what his blood smelled like.

He was trying to hide his arm by turning to one side, but he couldn't fool my eyes and nose.
He probably rushed over here after getting his arm cut while preventing No. 445's betrayal, or hiding something else.

That means Hyun is still safe.
Even if not completely safe, at least alive.

*I have to believe that.*

Since I can't rush to Hyun right now, all I can do is trust him.
So focus only on stopping this bastard. Don't think about anything else.

"Haha, I see you're not falling for it."

Feeling like I'd keep getting manipulated if I listened any longer, I quickly checked my physical condition.
The broken or cracked parts seemed to have healed, and my body had mostly returned to normal.

*I can do this.*

"—That's what your expression says."

When I looked at him after hearing his voice full of amusement, he raised his arm with a disgusting smile.

"Even S-Class Rank 1 Choi Hyun and A-Class Hero Ryu Hwa couldn't defeat me together. Do you think you, Yu Sia, have any chance against me? You, who has nothing but a somewhat sturdy body?"

"Shut up."

"Ahaha, how scary. In the past, you would have run away saying 'that's enough for today.' No matter how skilled or experienced you are, when you're completely outclassed, you can only lose. But what a shame."

As he spoke, his arm twisted grotesquely and absorbed—or swallowed?—No. 445's tail along with her lower body.
I'm not sure which.

*Crack, crunch...*

"Now I'm a class above you."

After saying that, he slammed the golden tail on the floor with a bang!
Simultaneously, the floor that had been broken and damaged in various places collapsed.

Damn it...! Even the floor he was standing on!?
As my body suddenly plunged downward, I desperately reached out for something to grab, but all I caught were falling chunks of rubble.

"Look at you, with wings but unable to handle something like this."

"Ugh!?"

In the brief moment I was distracted by the collapsing floor, he approached and grabbed my chin.
I instinctively grabbed his arm, but it was as hard as iron.

*It won't budge...!?*

"I told you, didn't I? My body underwent the same modifications as yours. Of course I won't be pushed back. And my strength...!"

"Ngh...!?"

"Is stronger than yours!"

His voice grew distant.
The wind was catching my entire body, but I was flying even faster than that.

*I can't control my body...!*

CRASH!!

"Urgh..."

My head felt like it was about to burst. My scalp was beyond tingling—it was burning. Strangely, that peculiar heat sensation was spreading.
That's when I realized. Ah, my skull is cracked. It's torn and bleeding.

I felt the blood throughout my body turning cold.
How far had I flown? Were my horns okay? They weren't broken again, were they?

"Urrgh..."

Grinding my teeth, I slowly got up. Fortunately... well, I'm not sure if "fortunate" is the right word, but apart from my torn scalp, there didn't seem to be any other issues.

"I'm okay... I can do this."

I touched my throbbing jaw and looked up to see him flying toward me.
I couldn't tell exactly how fast he was, but I could tell he was much faster than me.

The distance was shrinking rapidly every time I blinked, so I couldn't help but notice.
Wait, how far had I flown anyway?

I turned my head to look around.

"What's going on?" "Shouldn't we call an ambulance?" "Hey, she's looking this way." "She's actually cute in person. But kind of creepy."
"The light's green, why aren't you moving?!" *Honk—!!* "Wow, those wings are actually real." "She doesn't look that dangerous."
"Someone fell from above!" *Siren!!* "Isn't that Yu Sia?" "Excuse me, move aside!" *Siren—!!* "Should we run away...?"

People.
The sound of people wouldn't stop coming from all directions.

Car horns, camera shutters clicking. Music flowing from stores.
All kinds of sounds jumbled in my head.

"Why am I here?"

Just by being here, I was putting everyone's lives in danger.
The moment that thought hit me, my body moved reflexively.

I turned my head toward where he was flying from, spread my wings as wide as possible, and jumped up to collide head-on with him as he flew toward me.

"I was wondering if you'd just stand there and take it, or try to evacuate people. I didn't expect you to recklessly charge head-on. That's unexpected."

I was surprised too. I never thought I'd do something so reckless.

"But no matter how stupid you are, you can't ignore the difference in strength."

He said that while trying to push me down, but I flapped my wings hard to forcibly change our trajectory.
My goal was anywhere without people, so I gritted my teeth and pushed my wings to their limit.

"Your face is completely unprotected."

Of course it was, since I was gripping his waist tightly with both arms.
Sure enough, with a cracking sound, my vision flashed. He headbutted me.

"Kagh...!"

It sounds funny to say, but it hurt like hell since his entire body was armored like a suit of armor.
But I didn't let go. If I let go now, everything would be meaningless.

"You still won't let go...!!"

In the end, despite taking multiple blows to the face, I didn't release him and charged straight toward a nearby mountain.
Of course, it wasn't to slow us down, so we crashed into the mountain at full speed.

—!!!

My face was numb. My entire face hurt so much that I couldn't tell which part hurt more.
As I staggered to my feet, I saw him already out of the crater, dusting off the dirt from his body.

"You're persistent. What are those humans to you that you're so desperate to protect them? They have nothing to do with you, right?"

"That's true... As you said, they have nothing to do with me."

"No matter how much you struggle, to those people, you're just a monster. Why don't you understand that?"

The main culprit who made me like this sure talks big.
But... yeah. Why did I do that?

Did I sacrifice myself for others without caring about getting hurt?
The old me wouldn't have done that.

A face suddenly came to mind, making me smile wryly.

Hyun would have done it.
The hero I admire would have done it.

"That's my business."

I said that and charged toward him.

Ch.191 - Reverse Provocation
Fighting to survive and fighting to protect others were completely different things.

When I fought to survive, I only needed to focus on neutralizing my opponent. I could go wild without caring if people got hurt or buildings collapsed—the stronger one would simply win.

But fighting to protect others wasn't something you could do just by being strong or good at fighting.

I had to watch my opponent's attacks while also being mindful of the damage those attacks could cause to the surroundings. I couldn't go berserk just because my opponent did. If I lost control, I might win the fight but would have essentially lost what mattered.

That's why sometimes you have to take the hit with your own body, even if it means allowing your opponent's attack to land. This is why Heroes' bodies are covered in wounds.

*Hyun...*

So this was the difficult battle he'd been fighting.
The reason the impact didn't reach us when I was fighting No. 445 was because of Hyun's sacrifice.

Why did I only realize this now? How did he endure such painful work with a body that wasn't even in good condition?
Regret and apology washed over me, but I used all those feelings as fuel to move.

I kicked off the ground, charged at the creature, and swung my claws.
Clang! My claws slid along its armor, but I still managed to inflict some damage.

"The original is indeed much more impressive!"

It said that while swinging its fist toward my face.

It was stronger than me, so I'd lose in a simple contest of strength.
It was faster too, so I couldn't push forward with speed either.

I couldn't breathe fire. Somehow, the opponent could use my fire against me.
No matter how I looked at it, I was at a disadvantage. But I had to fight anyway.

*Heroes don't run away just because they're at a disadvantage.*

I'll manage somehow. Just like Hyun did.
I steeled my resolve and clenched my teeth.

And there was one thing, just one thing I was better at than this guy.

Wham!!

The punch was so powerful I thought my head might crack, but I endured by forcibly tensing my neck.

"Your endurance really is something else."

"Graaaah!!"

I twisted my waist and extended my arm as far as possible to swing widely.
It tried to dodge by pulling back before my arm even swung, but crack...! I felt the sensation of something being cut at the tip of my hand, however shallow.

I can do this. It's an incredibly crude method, but with this, I can fight too.
Lack experience? Physically outmatched? Then fight with grit. Just keep charging until you win.

With that thought, I charged at it again.
What followed was a repetition of similar situations.

I didn't care what kind of attack it launched or how it counterattacked.
I took all its attacks and pushed forward stubbornly, swinging my claws to leave wounds on its body.

"Is this your solution to overcome the difference in strength? Charging like a wild beast? Hahaha!"

It taunted me occasionally, but I paid no attention and kept charging.
I charged endlessly, again and again.

"You're acting no different from a beast! How is this being a Hero?"

"Better than being a monster!!"

I shouted and this time advanced one step further than before—no, two steps—while swinging my claws.
Crack! For the first time, I succeeded in leaving a significant wound on its body.

My claws not only tore through its armor but dug nearly halfway into its side.
As I pulled my claws out of its side and swung my other arm to cut off either its arm or leg, at that moment—

BZZZZZZT!!

An enormous amount of electricity exploded from the creature.
No matter how tough I was, the moment I got electrocuted, my entire body stopped responding.

"Urggghhhh!!"

It was like seeing the night sky spread before my eyes. No, more like the flashlights that burst when standing in front of reporters. My whole body tensed up so much I thought I might freeze solid.

Fortunately, the lightning emanating from its body subsided after a while, but that didn't mean I could move again.

"Ugh, urk..."

Bzzt, crackle.

"Really... I didn't want to use this lightning on you directly. If the ignition organ and wing cells I'm trying to recover get damaged, it would be such a waste."

*Right, so that's what it was. I'd been vaguely sensing it since absorbing No. 445.*

"From the beginning... you were after the Light Dragon's power...!"

At my words, it chuckled softly and shrugged.

"Who knows?"

Is it trying to dodge the question again? This guy really pisses me off until the end...
As I frowned and glared at it, it smirked and approached me.

"...is what I'd like to say, but there's no need to hide anything at this point. Yes, as you said, what I was after was the Light Dragon's power. If I could fully absorb that power, I could achieve my true goal."

"More of the same lies...!"

"Lies? I'm being sincere. At least this time, I'm sincere."

It said that and then made a gesture as if grasping something in the air.
And then, the same distorted space I had seen when it had poured out monsters appeared in midair.

"I simply want to return to my original world. If I could fully obtain the Light Dragon's power, I could reopen the Gate and return to the world I came from. Yes, if only I could 'fully' obtain the Light Dragon's power."

It gazed into the distance as if reminiscing about the past and began to mutter a story I had no interest in.

"Humans cannot accept a dragon's power. It's like trying to stuff a boulder through the eye of a needle—naturally, the needle will break. So, how could a human fully accept a dragon's power? After much thought, I came up with the answer."

By accepting it through an intermediary. Little by little. Slowly, like clothes getting wet in a drizzle.

"Haven't you ever found it strange? Number 441, Number 445... With so many monsters created from just one Light Dragon, why are you and 445 the only ones that exist?"

"...Shut up."

"The answer is because I absorbed them all. Starting with a single scale, then fingers, arms, carapaces, other organs, and horns. I injected the necessary parts one by one and absorbed them little by little. Of course, some humans couldn't withstand even that and died, but still. Why, you saw it underground, didn't you?"

The horrific scene I had witnessed in the Association's underground flashed through my mind.
Just remembering it made me nauseous, and I clenched my teeth as I glared at it.

"I said shut up!!"

"That's not the answer I wanted."

But it smiled as if enjoying my reaction and shot lightning into my body.

"Gaaaaargh!!"

"Well, let's stop this childish quiz game now. I'm getting tired of this charade."

It said that and grabbed my neck firmly.

"Now I just need to absorb you, and it's over. Then I can reopen the Gate and return to my original world. Of course, I'll have to completely destroy this world to close the Gate... but you're about to die anyway, so what does it matter? Right?"

My airway was being squeezed. Blood couldn't reach my head, making everything spin, and my mouth opened involuntarily as I tried to breathe.
It smiled with satisfaction as it watched me writhe in pain, and soon its arm began to twist grotesquely.

And I...

"Heh."

I laughed at the sight.

"What...!?"

WHOOSH!!

With my neck still in its grip, I breathed fire.
Its hand naturally fell away from my neck in surprise, and I continued to increase the output of the flames.

The surrounding grass and trees dried up and caught fire, and I kept going until the ground beneath melted from the heat.

But just then, an armored hand shot out through the flames.
Making a quick decision, I knocked away the hand with my wing and immediately retreated.

"Haa... haa..."

If I had continued to hold my position, my face would have melted from my own fire like No. 445's, or my head might have turned elsewhere, causing civilian casualties.

Right, there will be more opportunities anyway.
With that thought, I stared at the spot where thick black smoke was rising.

Before long, the creature, with half its body completely burned, walked through the smoke.

"How on earth...?"

The creature that had been healing even serious wounds in seconds was strangely slow to heal before absorbing No. 445.
I had simply thought that right before absorbing something, it couldn't use its abilities in order to absorb the target "completely."

Of course, there was no need to tell it that directly.

"What, surprised, you idiot?"

I taunted it first with those words.

Ch.192 - End
He looked at me with surprised eyes, as if he hadn't expected to be provoked in return. Then he twisted his charred lips into a smile.

Yes, he smiled. Not anger or irritation—he smiled.
There are certain types of crazy people in this world you should never engage with.

One is someone who plays with others' lives, and another is someone who finds amusement even while dying.
I don't know if such criteria actually exist, but even if they don't, I want nothing to do with this lunatic.

As I frowned and openly displayed my disgust, he looked down at his severely burned hands and said:

"This is getting interesting."

Interesting? Is this deranged bastard calling this fun?

"You crazy bastard."

"Didn't you know? From the moment I fell into this world, when my comrades were slaughtered for being monsters—I haven't been in my right mind."

With those words, he lunged at me with his ruined body.

*Comrades...?*

I hesitated for a moment at the word "comrades," but quickly regained my focus and assumed a defensive stance.

Each time he stepped with his burned legs, they cracked and crumbled with strange sounds, but instead of slowing down, he moved even faster.

*How can he still move? Is his body unable to feel pain?*

He swung his claws at my neck, but at less than half his original speed, I could dodge without difficulty.

As his attack missed, he spun halfway around and swung his tail.
Of course, I could easily avoid this too.

I was about to kick his back, but he discharged electricity from his body, forcing me to create distance. However, the lightning he emitted in his damaged state only managed to block my attack while accelerating his own deterioration.

When the lightning stopped and he turned around again, chunks of skin fell from his limbs with wet, cracking sounds.
The rancid smell of burning combined with his grotesque appearance made me nauseous just standing there, but I endured it.

"Ha... a wild beast. I'm not one to talk."

After this self-deprecating remark, he charged at me again.
I prepared for another claw attack, but what came flying was neither claws nor tail, but a fist.

With a crack, his fist struck toward my cheek, and I reflexively raised my guard to block it.
It didn't hurt much, so I blocked it and counterattacked.

But he somehow sensed it and pulled his body back to avoid my attack.
Then he swung his fist again.

"Ugh...!"

"Kuk...!"

There was a cracking sound.
It was the sound of his body collapsing, unable to withstand even a single evasive movement.

Seeing his stance falter, I knocked away his swinging hand and kicked him.
The blackened part of his body crumbled as my foot sank into his stomach.

The hot, sticky sensation was so unpleasant that words couldn't describe it. In that moment of hesitation, he firmly grabbed my ankle.

He gripped it with both hands as if refusing to let go.
His grip was so strong I feared my ankle might break, and I couldn't help but scream.

"Aagh! You son of a—!!"

"Finally caught you."

"Let... go!!"

No matter how much I shook my leg, I couldn't free it.
He looked at me and smiled disgustingly.

A chill ran down my spine when I saw that twisted smile.
Should I breathe fire? Should I? But if I do, I might die right here.

"..."

After contemplating for a while, the pain from my trapped leg made me stop thinking and breathe fire toward him.
The moment the pain and pressure disappeared from my leg, I pulled it back and retreated.

"Ugh..."

I felt a stinging sensation in my foot as it touched the ground. Looking down, I saw that my ankle where he had grabbed me and the foot that had been embedded in his body were swollen and red as if burned.

*In that short time...?*

I frowned at the burning pain and glared at him, and he smiled with his charred face.
His face was so grotesque that just looking at it made me queasy.

"What a shame. I was going to absorb you completely. I should have cut off your ankle first. Too bad."

"Persistent bastard... how long are you going to hold out?"

"You know what? I felt the same way when I saw you and Choi Hyun."

After saying that, he suddenly started laughing.
Even with half his body burned, his maniacal laughter exuded madness.

"Heheh... kuhehe... Ah, really. I didn't expect to be pushed this far. You're impressive."

He's probably trying to buy time with useless talk.
Considering his regeneration speed, he could probably recover from injuries like these quickly.

I approached him with large strides, tense and ready to swing my claws at any moment, and he let out a deep sigh.

"Your instincts have gotten unnecessarily sharp."

Could he move already...!?
I flinched and glared at him, and he smirked.

"...is what you thought, right?"

After saying that, he slightly raised his charred left arm.
With a crumbling sound, ash-like particles fell, and cracks formed in his arm.

"As you can see, I'm thoroughly cooked from the inside."

As he spoke, shrugging his shoulders and laughing, his arm broke with a snap and fell to the ground.

"There's no way I can regenerate like this. So let's have a little chat, shall we?"

"...Trying to trick me again?"

"Are you saying I cut off my own arm just to deceive you?"

"You once shot yourself in the head to trick me, and you're worried about losing just one arm?"

"Come to think of it, you're right. Well, think whatever you want."

Well, it doesn't matter either way.
What matters is that he's powerless now.

Even a madman who's done all sorts of crazy things like transformation and absorption can't move in that state.
So I need to completely subdue him now.

The question is how...

*No time to think. He might recover at any moment.*

I should at least cut off his remaining arm.
As I was thinking this, he slumped down as if giving up.

Like someone waiting for death, he closed his mouth and remained silent, which made me lower my hand that I had raised to cut off his arm.

Seeing this, he looked at me and tilted his head.

"...Weren't you going to finish me off?"

"I just don't want to dirty my hands any further."

"Ah. 'I didn't kill him.' Is that how you justify it to yourself?"

"Shut up. That doesn't mean I want to talk to you."

"I understand. Someone like you with a fragile mind in strange areas would think that way."

*He's not even listening.*

Watching him chuckle and mock me made my blood boil.
But my head was already killing me, and I didn't want to waste energy unnecessarily, so I just let out a deep sigh.

He continued to talk enthusiastically after that, but I ignored it all.
As I kept ignoring him, he made a "hmm" sound and asked:

"Are you going to just watch until I die? I think this is more cruel."

"What do I care whether you live or die?"

"Of course you care. I created you, after all."

"Again with that bull—"

"Otherwise, how would I know your personal information so well?"

After saying that, he laughed with a disgusting sound like phlegm bubbling, then stared at me with wild eyes.

"Shall I tell you something interesting? When I first found you, you were already dead."

"What?"

"The Gate, called humanity's calamity—how long do you think an 18-year-old kid caught in it could survive alone? No way. Even today's A-Class Heroes die when surrounded by monsters inside a Gate, so how could you have survived?"

As I silently listened to him, he continued speaking energetically as if excited.

"And no matter how advanced bioengineering is, is it possible to completely transform a man into a woman, from head to toe, without leaving a single surgical scar? No! Absolutely impossible!"

"What are you trying to say?"

"You're fake. Not Yu Sia, the 18-year-old male high school student from South Korea, but an artificial life form created by my hands."

Thudududu....

As he finished speaking and smiled unpleasantly, the sound of a helicopter came from the distance.
I turned my head to look at the sky and saw what appeared to be an Association helicopter flying toward us.

After briefly considering how to respond, I turned around with a smirk.

"I already know."

"What...?"

"So what, did you think I'd despair because I'm not real? Sorry, but you're way too late. I've always been the worrying type, so I've thought about that a lot. But Hyun told me it was okay, that I was still okay."

You're bringing up concerns I resolved a long time ago.
As I snorted at him, he looked at me with a stupid expression for the first time.

"Ha, really. Things aren't going as planned."

"That's my line."

After saying that, I sighed as I watched the Heroes jumping down from the helicopter.

Ch.193 - Time Passes
With Han Yeong-Seok's arrest, Harmageddon collapsed. The Hero Association fell into disgrace as a series of scandals emerged—allegations of incompetence, political collusion, and various other controversies—forcing them to relinquish most of their privileges and reducing them to an organization in name only.

To be clear, this wasn't about the Heroes themselves failing, but rather the Association as an organization being unable to recover from public scrutiny. After all, when a company's executives commit crimes, the idols under their management don't stand trial by association, do they? No. The situation with the Hero Association and its Heroes was similar.

Eventually, the remaining Heroes left the Association in droves to find their own way, effectively dismantling the organization.

What happened to these Heroes after leaving? They set up their own offices and continued their Hero work. Leaving the Hero Association only to establish Hero offices—I'm not sure if that's admirable or just stubborn.

[News report: "With the Hero Association's significant decline, buildings with 'Hero Office' signs have begun appearing throughout the city. In the Namsan-dong area, now known as Hero Street, these offices can be found in nearly every building..."]

I turned off the news I'd been watching mindlessly and sank back into the sofa.
Five months since Han Yeong-Seok's arrest. The world was changing at a pace I could barely keep up with.

What have I been doing all this time?
Nothing, really.

It's not that I completely cut myself off from society after everything I'd been through. It's just that my physical condition hasn't been great since that fight, and I've had a lot of things to check, so I haven't had many opportunities to go out.

What things needed checking?
My body, obviously. And to be clear, I don't mean that in any weird way.

—"An artificial life form created by my own hands."

That's what Han Yeong-Seok said to me right before his arrest.

It could have been a lie to catch me off guard, but it seemed unlikely he would lie in that situation, which is why I underwent various examinations at the Association.

Of course, getting proper examinations from the Association while it was in chaos was difficult. Thanks to that, I had experiences in Korea that you'd normally only expect in American hospitals.

Some might ask why I didn't just go to another hospital, but when it comes to monster-related fields, the Association's hospitals were still the best, so I had no choice.

The research institute did offer to help, but...

"You want me to... take this pill?"

"It's not medicine, it's a vitamin."

"Oh, I see. A vitamin... *gag*!"

"Oh dear."

Maybe because of the memories still in my body, I'd get nauseous just approaching the research institute, and I'd overreact to the smallest things. So naturally, I gave up.

Actually, the research institute gave up on me first.
They apologized for adding to my trauma when they were only trying to help, and even treated me to beef.

I also ended up in front of reporters for playing a major role in Han Yeong-Seok's arrest. Like that time at the courthouse. The difference was that back then I was being interrogated, while this time I was sharing my thoughts.

Anyway, I was in the media spotlight again, which naturally attracted a lot of attention.
And I learned something: getting a lot of attention means dealing with an enormous amount of hassle.

After my interview aired, I received a letter of consolation from the Monster Experiment Victims Alliance.
By the way, the chairman of this alliance turned out to be Mr. Bak Gwang-Cheol, the centipede monster.

It would have been nice if it ended there, but suddenly there was all this talk about "the tragic victim of Harmageddon's artificial monster experiments," "the victim who caught the perpetrator," "what were the Korean police doing," "what was the Association doing," and so on.

News that started with my story somehow turned into a political debate, which really turned me off. And that was just from watching it on TV.

Politicians even started visiting, talking about increasing welfare for victims who had turned into monsters. As for what was happening behind the scenes that I didn't know about...

*I don't even want to imagine.*

Anyway, living like that in a daze, summer passed, autumn too, and now it was winter with its pure white snow.

"It's winter already..."

I got up from the sofa and stood by the window, watching the falling snow.
...Time really flies.

It feels like it was summer just recently. Now it's already winter.
Maybe because time passed so quickly, it didn't feel real.

The person who tormented me so much was arrested, and both Harmageddon and the Association collapsed.
But this didn't feel real either.

Of course, the terrible pain I feel every month during molting reminds me that "yes, this is reality."
But during peaceful moments like this, I sometimes worry that I'll suddenly come to my senses and find myself back in that time.

At times like that...

"What, are you feeling sorry for yourself again?"

I turned around at the familiar voice and met eyes with Hyun, who was loosening his tie.
Yes, I'm still staying at Hyun's house.

Well, I'm not just freeloading anymore—we're living together now.
This would be a long story too, but to explain briefly... Hyun and I got married.

You might misunderstand, but we're only married on paper.
At first, I felt uncomfortable and tried to refuse and leave, but Hyun stopped me.

"I have to keep my word."

That was his reason.
It was about what he'd said when I asked what he would have done if I wasn't really Yu Sia.

—"I'd still have taken care of you. I rescued you, so I should be responsible for you, right?"

I thought he was just saying that to comfort me, but that wasn't the case.
So, well... that's how it happened.

Because of this, there were briefly rumors about Hyun being a lolicon, but they naturally disappeared as soon as the media showed how quickly I was growing with each molting.

It was kind of funny how his nickname changed from "Dragon-catching Lolicon" to "Wise Investor," but anyway, that's what happened.

"You're home early today."

"The request finished quickly. The other requests that came in weren't ones I needed to handle personally, so I left them to others and came home."

I should have mentioned this earlier, but Choi Hyun is among the Heroes who retired from the Association and set up their own offices.
As a former S-Class Hero with a huge fan base, his large office receives dozens of requests daily.

"Ooh, a terrible boss dumping all the work on his employees."

"What are you talking about? There are plenty of people who can handle things besides me. There's Noona Ha-Young, Noona Ryu Hwa."

It's called a large office, but looking at the lineup, it's more like an all-star team.
The reason Hyun's office surpassed all others within weeks of opening was because of this insane roster.

It's impressive. These are people who could reasonably retire, but they're still working.
...Or maybe they just needed an excuse to leave the Association?

Well, whatever.

"How's your body?"

"Same as always. I'm fine."

I shrugged with a bitter smile, and Hyun came over and touched my left foot.
The foot that had been caught during my final clash with Han Yeong-Seok.

"Still can't move it?"

"You know I can't."

After several moltings, the outside looked fine, but it still wouldn't move.
Something must have gone wrong when that bastard Han Yeong-Seok tried to absorb me, and now I was left with a limp.

Hyun's expression immediately darkened, and I pressed my palm against the back of his apologetic head.

"It's okay. I'm used to it now. At least I don't scream in pain every time I walk, right?"

Maybe I've matured after everything I've been through, but I can now laugh off something like having one bad leg.

"Hey, that's not funny."

"What's the big deal? Being all depressed won't fix my foot. You just live with it."

I shrugged with a smirk and patted Hyun's shoulder.

"So get up, man. My horns are heavy, and it hurts my neck to bow my head."

"How heavy can horns be?"

"I'm just telling you to get up, so stop arguing and do it."

As soon as I said that, Hyun nodded, slipped his hand behind my knees, and lifted me up.
The classic princess carry. I've gotten used to this too.

"It's still daytime."

I sighed deeply, and Hyun chuckled as he set me down on the sofa.

"I'm just going to give you a massage, so don't misunderstand. Or were you expecting something else?"

"...Pervert."

Hyun looked up at me indignantly, but I avoided his eyes and pretended not to notice.
I felt the pressure as he pressed firmly on the soles of my feet, so I lowered my head again.

"Thank you. For always helping me."

"We're a couple."

"I thought we were only married on paper."

"Half true."

Then what's the other half?
I silently swallowed the words that had risen to the tip of my tongue.

Neither of us needed to ask such things to confirm each other's feelings anymore.

"I see."

As I smiled and let it go, Hyun, who was massaging my foot, suddenly brought up something unexpected.

"Hey, have you heard of the Elixir?"

A word I could never forget.

Ch.194 - Three Weeks Of Going Out
I was a bit taken aback when, of all people, Hyun mentioned that name. It wasn't that I disliked it—just that I felt somewhat uneasy, as I mentioned earlier.

Han Yeong-Seok—that bastard's first conversation with me had been about the Elixir.
He said something about how it could heal my body, but honestly, I can barely remember the details now.

Nor do I particularly want to.

"I know about it. But why bring that up suddenly?"

"Because we can make it again now."

"Even if you can make it again, isn't it something the government keeps and controls? So I can't use it, right?"

I tilted my head questioningly, and Hyun blinked at me.

"Who told you that?"

"That bastard told me before. And when I searched online, I found similar information, so I just accepted it."

For reference, "that bastard" refers to Han Yeong-Seok.
He was such an asshole that just saying his name makes my stomach churn, so I call him "that bastard."

Hyun knew well that Han Yeong-Seok was the only person I referred to so harshly, so he just nodded in understanding.

What was it he said? Something about how powerful people were diverting and hiding it for their own use? Something like that, probably?
This might sound like I believed what Han Yeong-Seok said, but that's absolutely not the case.

I learned about it by researching the Elixir myself. And similar claims kept appearing.
Of course, most of them were basically conspiracy theories.

What nonsense about diverting the Elixir to live forever...
Seeing my skeptical expression, Hyun chuckled, put my feet down, and sat beside me.

"Hey, you actually believe that?"

"Well, hearing about a potion so amazing it could make someone on their deathbed jump right up—of course I had to look into it. But everything I found was pretty much the same. So..."

It would have been fine if I had other sources of information, but the only information channel available to me was the internet, so I gave up.
I couldn't blindly trust unverified internet rumors.

"You could have just asked me, and I would have told you."

"I thought it was classified, so I didn't ask. Don't you remember getting in huge trouble for leaking classified information before?"

"Of course I remember. Even now, thinking about Big Sis's face back then gives me goosebumps."

With a grimace, Hyun rubbed his arms and sighed lightly, leaning back against the sofa.

"Anyway, what you know is just rumors. The real reason the Elixir isn't used is simply because there aren't materials to make it."

"I thought it would be politically complicated, but the reason is surprisingly simple. Then what about all those internet rumors?"

"The reason is so simple that people don't believe it. They think it's a lie to keep it for themselves, and as that story spread, it evolved into what you heard."

Now that I heard it, it made sense.
Even I would be suspicious if told there was a cure-all medicine but it couldn't be made due to lack of materials.

But thinking about it, there's also the general negative perception of those so-called "higher-ups," so...
Whether they're honest or lying, people would be suspicious either way.

"What kind of materials are needed that they're so hard to find?"

"Pretty much everything you'd imagine from fantasy stories. I don't know the details—I'm not the one who makes the medicine."

"That makes sense. But why bring up the Elixir suddenly?"

"We found the last open Gate. Well, technically the last Gate open in Korea."

For a moment, I stared blankly at Hyun, wondering if I'd heard correctly.
Judging by his serious expression, he wasn't joking.

"So what Ha-Young Noona said before was true."

"I was shocked when we found it too. I have no idea how Noona knew about it... Anyway, that's the situation. So, interested?"

"It would be a lie to say I'm not. But what are you planning? You're not suggesting we go into the Gate, are you?"

"That's exactly what I'm suggesting."

What a blunt answer. I nearly fell over.
With a skeptical expression, I stared at Hyun for a moment before lying down with my head on his lap.

"Ouch... Hey, move forward a bit, your horns are pressing into my leg."

"You could just turn over."

At his suggestion, I adjusted my position to lie straight.
This put me in a position looking up at Hyun, but I was so used to it now that it didn't feel strange anymore.

"It won't be dangerous, right?"

"It will be dangerous. We're entering a place where monsters used to emerge, after all."

"Then shouldn't we not go? Besides, has anyone ever gone in there?"

"People have gone in—that's how they closed the Gate."

"Ah, that makes sense. Then has anyone gone in and come back out?"

"Yes. Right in front of your eyes."

When I stared blankly at Hyun's face after hearing that, he pressed his index finger against my forehead.

"Why are you looking at me like I'm some kind of curiosity?"

"Well... I've never seen a Gate in person, so it's hard to imagine. Considering that the Berserk Dragon came from a Gate, it seems extremely dangerous, but then here you are, someone who went in and came back, acting so casual about it..."

At my words, Hyun grinned and said:

"Want to go see for yourself?"

"You're talking about the Gate like it's a neighborhood stroll. And is it even okay for an outsider like me to enter?"

"There's no reason why not. You received an Honorary Hero Name, even if it doesn't mean much now, and you're also affiliated with my office."

"Huh? I'm affiliated with your office? That's the first I'm hearing of this."

"If it weren't for me, you'd be getting tons of calls from other offices trying to recruit you. I thought ahead and registered you with mine."

He was so confident that I couldn't argue.
Or maybe I didn't argue because it was actually beneficial for me.

"Fine. If you're okay with it, I'm good. But are you sure it's really okay? If it's a hidden Gate, shouldn't you report it or something?"

"I would have reported it if I were still a Hero. But I'm not anymore, so it's fine."

"Didn't you open a Hero office?"

"Yes, but I'm the owner, not a Hero."

"That's just wordplay."

"I'm a former Hero since I retired. That's also why I rarely go out in the field."

Looking at Hyun shrugging smugly, I gave a wry smile.
Now that he's let everything go, he's really become quite the sly fox.

Should I curse him as crazy or praise him for being impressive...

"Anyway, it's something the former chairman hid, so it's fine as long as we don't get caught."

I was about to nod and say "I see," but I stopped and reconsidered what I'd just heard.
"It's not a crime if you don't get caught!" The face of someone saying that flashed through my mind.

Ah, I guess "impressively crazy" is the right description.
I sat up abruptly and pushed Hyun's side with my foot, shouting:

"That's a crime, you lunatic!"

"Ow, ow! But I just told you! It's fine if we don't get caught! Besides, I'm not even a Hero anymore, so what does it matter?"

"What do you mean 'what does it matter'?! What if the Gate goes berserk and explodes?!"

"Gate explosion? Oh, from the internet? Ha, don't worry. That absolutely won't happen. I'm here, Ha-Young Noona is here, and Ryu Hwa Noona is here too, so the Gate won't explode. Besides, this Gate has been hidden for years. If it was going to explode, it would have done so already."

It really is safe, right...?
I stared at Hyun with suspicious eyes before letting out a deep sigh.

"Fine. Let's go. If you're so confident it's safe, you must have thought this through."

"Great. Then let's go right now. I have a car waiting outside."

As if he'd been waiting for my answer, Hyun jumped up and started preparing busily as soon as I nodded.
So he came home early today not because he had no work, but because he was planning to take me into the Gate.

He'd been determined to bring me along from the start.
I sighed deeply to myself and got ready to follow Hyun.

Though "getting ready" just meant putting on a coat.
Am I not cold in winter? Since becoming like this, thanks to my Ignition Organ, summers feel cool and winters feel warm.

"Aren't you cold?"

"Not really. If I feel a bit chilly, I just warm up my body with the Ignition Organ."

When I shrugged nonchalantly, Hyun chuckled.

"Must be nice not having to pay for heating in winter."

"Instead, I spend a lot on food."

"If you know that, eat in moderation. Didn't you spend 13 million won just on food last month?"

"Um..."

Not 1.3 million, but 13 million won.
Hearing the specific number made all the food I'd eaten feel stuck in my throat.

I guess... my food intake has increased with each molting as my body grew larger. I have been eating a lot lately.
Not working and just eating food like a parasite... thinking about it this way, I really do seem like a freeloader.

"If that's the case, you might as well record mukbang videos and upload them. You'd get a lot of views."

"Hmm... yeah, that might not be a bad idea."

"I'm joking. I have enough money, so eat comfortably."

Hyun said he was joking, but in good conscience, I couldn't just say "If you insist" and let it go.
I should think about it seriously after we visit the Gate.

No, I shouldn't just think about it—I should try recording right away.
With that thought, I headed outside.

It was my first outing in three weeks.

Ch.195 - The Path To The Gate
It had been a full three weeks since I'd gone outside, but I wasn't particularly excited about it.
Actually, considering I was willingly walking into a dangerous place, I guess my heart was racing in a different way.

If someone asked whether I was looking forward to going out after so long, well... It's not like we were going somewhere fun. We were traveling in a car with dark tinted windows to avoid being noticed, so there wasn't much to look forward to.

Besides, I've never been particularly fond of going outside.
It's not that I'm afraid like I used to be—I'm just tired of it.

Until recently, whenever I went out, everyone from reporters to politicians would slither out of nowhere as if they'd been waiting for me to appear. How could anyone not get sick of that?

Things have improved a bit now, but back then it was even worse because of election season.
There's a good reason why I haven't left the house for three weeks and became a homebo—I mean, homebody.

It's absolutely not because I'm happy staying at home, ordering food, and living lazily.

"The outside world hasn't changed much."

"What do you mean? So much has changed. Look over there by the traffic light."

I sat up to check and saw a demi-human waiting for the green light under the traffic signal.
Standing over two meters tall with wolf ears on his head, he was unmistakably a demi-human.

Oh right, I shouldn't call them "kaijin" anymore.
A demi-human was standing there.

Now that I looked more carefully, I noticed there was also a little girl with a lizard tail next to him, though she was harder to spot because of her height.

"There seem to be a lot of new people around."

"They were always there. They just couldn't come out because of people's perceptions."

"What kind of perceptions?"

"That kaijin and kaiju are all the same, that they're all monsters, time bombs that could go berserk at any moment—that kind of talk."

I made a sour face as a wave of PTSD hit me.
I think I heard similar things before... When was it?

Ah, right. That time. After I killed that wolf monster at the hospital and ran away.
I really thought that was the end for me, but somehow I made it this far.

"There are quite a lot of them now. Is it because Harmageddon is gone?"

Harmageddon was nothing short of a nightmare for people who had been experimented on to become monsters or demi-humans.
And for good reason—they kidnapped normal people and turned them into monsters. How could that be anything but a nightmare?

Even ordinary people who hadn't experienced anything feared or despised them. Imagine how those who were captured and modified must have felt.

Just thinking about how I used to lock myself away, believing the outside world was full of dangers...
It's not strange that demi-humans would lock their doors and refuse to go outside.

"That's part of it, but public perception of demi-humans improved a lot after you dismantled Harmageddon and appeared in the media. Plus, politicians introduced anti-discrimination clauses and such."

"At least all those months of being hounded by reporters and politicians were worth something."

I definitely couldn't do it again if asked. With that thought, I leaned back again.

"You should go outside more often."

"That's rich coming from someone who tormented me every time I went out."

Though I said this, I was actually planning to go out more when the opportunity arose.
Just not right now.

You know how when you open a book to study and someone opens the door telling you to study, it makes you want to close the book out of spite? It's like that.
Hyun chuckled, apologized, and focused back on driving.

The hidden Gate that Hyun mentioned was located deep in Bukhansan Mountain.

Bukhansan is famous for its hiking trails, so how could people not know about it? Apparently, the former Association President went to great lengths to hide it, but precisely because it was such a famous place, it remained undiscovered.

"Think about it. When people go hiking, they usually follow the trails, right? Have you ever seen anyone going down a steep slope, especially at a tourist spot with established trails?"

"Well... no."

"Nobody does that unless they're completely crazy. And even if some crazy person did, they still wouldn't have found the Gate."

Even Hyun laughed in disbelief as he spoke.
How well-hidden must this place be to get that kind of reaction?

"Why?"

"Because it's deep inside a cave."

Not deep underground or in the basement of an Association building like I expected, but just... a cave?
When I asked if it was just an ordinary cave, he confirmed it really was just that.

*This seems less impressive than I thought...*

This impression changed once we started climbing the mountain with Hyun.
He parked the car in a less-traveled area near Bukhansan and got out.

"We go up this way."

There was a path up the mountain, but it was barely passable—more of a slope than an actual trail.
As I wondered if I could make it up there, Hyun came over to me.

"Can you walk? Want me to carry you?"

"Let's try first. I think I can manage if we go slowly."

"Let me know if it gets too difficult. I'll carry you."

Twenty steps into our hike, I realized my limp made the climb too challenging, and I had no choice but to get on Hyun's back.

"Sorry."

"Don't worry about it. It's nothing."

"Should I just fly us there? Then you wouldn't have to carry me. Or I could carry you and fly."

"Hey, that would defeat the purpose of coming here secretly. And if we flew, everything would just look like a blur of green—how would we find the path?"

"Hmm, that's true."

"Are you worried I'll find you heavy? Don't worry. You've gained a bit of weight, but to me, it's like carrying a backpack."

"...Are you passive-aggressively calling me fat?"

"Come on, let's hurry."

I pressed him to answer, but he refused to say anything more.
In truth, I already knew. I had gained a bit of... weight recently.

Not that my belly was sticking out or anything, but my body felt heavier overall.
Well... anyway, that's how it is.

"It's just your chest that got bigger."

"...You pervert."

At first, I thought we were following a path, but suddenly we veered off into what was clearly not meant to be traveled—an area thick with overgrown vegetation that made it hard to see ahead.

"Are you sure this is right?"

"Yes. I told you it was hidden. Did you expect it to be on a public trail?"

Ah, right. He did say it was hidden. So naturally, we'd have to go through this kind of terrain.
After trudging through the pathless slope for a while, we heard a thunk, as if stepping on a wooden board.

"Huh? What's..."

Curious, I peeked over to see what it was and spotted a bear emoji with the words [Bear Warning!] written on it.
The edges were even torn as if bitten by an animal, complete with claw marks.

"That's a fake sign. I was terrified when I first saw it too."

So it's fake.
Even knowing I could handle a bear with one hand, I still shuddered as chills ran down my spine.

"Hey, couldn't someone like you just beat up a bear anyway?"

"They're an endangered species. The fines for harming them are scary."

Ah, that is scary. I should avoid them too.
With that thought, we passed the fake bear warning sign and went deeper into the mountain.

"We're here. This is it."

We arrived at a ravine surrounded by trees and rocks.
I got down from Hyun's back and looked around.

"This is it?"

No matter how much I looked, I couldn't see a cave or even an ant hole.
All I could see were ivy vines, trees, roots, dirt, and rocks. That was literally it.

"I don't see any cave."

"It's right there. See that gap between the tree roots and vines?"

Following Hyun's direction, I moved closer and saw it was true.

The entrance was already obscured by roots and vines, and it was further blocked by dirt and rocks—either from a collapse or deliberate concealment. No one would ever find it unless they were specifically looking for it.

"How on earth did you find this?"

"Technology. Ever heard of a Gate detector?"

He pulled something from his pocket that looked like an old smartphone.
The Gate detector, which had been making beep-beep-beep sounds, started beeping more intensely—beep-beep!—as it got closer to me.

"The detection range seems pretty short..."

"That's right. They closed all the remaining Gates before Gate detection technology was fully developed."

"Huh? Is that even possible?"

"When you're desperate enough to bash your head against a problem without caring about the headaches, somehow it works out. And... we had no choice."

"What do you mean, no choice?"

"Unlike in comics or novels where Gates appear one by one, hundreds of them burst open simultaneously. When you're fighting to survive, you find ways to make things work."

"So that's why Gate detectors weren't widely invented."

"That's part of it, but the research team developing them went into a Gate to study it and got swept away. This prototype is all that's left."

Hyun looked down at the detector with a bitter expression, then sighed deeply and put it away.
It must have been really tough... Of course it was tough, having to fight for your life every day.

I cleared my throat to change the mood.

"So, are we going in right away?"

"No, we need to wait for the noonas. You and I could probably handle most things, but you never know what might happen inside a Gate."

Just as Hyun finished speaking, we heard rustling sounds that made me jump and cling to his arm.
Fortunately, it wasn't a bear emerging from the bushes but the two people we were waiting for.

"Sorry we're late! We got held up finishing a request!"

"Damn it! Why did that Association President bastard hide this in such a place...!"

After recognizing their faces, I quietly let go of Hyun's arm.

"Huh? Why are you two making those faces?"

"It's nothing."

It really is nothing.

Ch.196 - Beyond The Gate
For me, Gates are the embodiment of the unknown.
I know a bit from other people's stories, but I have no idea what they're actually like.

In that sense, entering a Gate was quite terrifying for me.
Having experienced veterans along was certainly reassuring, but scary things are still scary.

I mean, would anyone walk confidently into a minefield even with a bomb disposal expert by their side?

Unlike me with my mouth dry from tension, the three of them seemed incredibly calm, examining the rippling Gate and even tossing stones into it.

Watching them made me feel like an idiot for being the only one trembling with anxiety.

"They're not even nervous."

Honestly, I felt left out.
Feeling isolated, I muttered to myself, but somehow all three of them heard me and turned to look.

Ah, right. We're inside a cave.
Of course they could hear me in this environment.

I awkwardly averted my eyes as all three stared at me.

"We are nervous too, it's just that we're used to this state so it doesn't show. After all, entering a Gate means putting your life on the line—who wouldn't be nervous?"

"I guess that's true... I just felt stupid being the only one trembling."

After I responded to Choi Hyun with a pout, he chuckled and came over to ruffle my hair.

"Nobody's judging you for being nervous. Besides, this is your first time entering a Gate. Of course you'd be tense. If you were relaxed thinking 'it'll work out somehow,' I would've scolded you to be more careful."

"I wish I could be that carefree, seriously... Just thinking about Light Dragons or other monsters jumping out inside the Gate... Sigh..."

The three exchanged glances at my words before bursting into laughter.
Among them, Hyun was vigorously rubbing my head while laughing, shaking it so hard it started to hurt.

"Ow, that hurts!"

At first I endured it with my eyes closed, but eventually I couldn't take it anymore. I dodged his hand and rammed him with my horn.
Though he sensed it coming as always, he was laughing too hard to dodge properly and got jabbed in the side, letting out a yelp.

The scarier part was that he kept laughing while clutching his stabbed side.
...Has he lost his mind? Or did I puncture his lung? Is that why he's wheezing like that?

By this point, I was starting to feel awkward, like I was the weird one.

"Did I say something that strange...?"

"Hahahahaha... Ah... Your worries are just so cute that I couldn't help it... Pfft..."

My worries are cute? I was genuinely anxious and tense, how could he say such a thing...

With a mix of embarrassment and indignation, I frowned deeply. Hyun, having caught his breath, approached with a gentle smile and fixed my disheveled hair.

"Just because it's a Gate doesn't mean Light Dragons or monsters will definitely appear. Actually, most Gates are much less dangerous. If disasters of that magnitude popped up from every Gate, we'd all have been wiped out long ago."

"That's true, but... considering everything that's happened to me... I wouldn't be surprised if real monsters showed up."

Everything that's happened to me.
As soon as I regained consciousness in the hospital, my grandmother got caught in a terrorist attack. Not long after, the head of Harmageddon came looking for me.

I was dragged to court for killing a monster as a civilian. Then the courthouse was attacked.
There I fought to the death with another Light Dragon modification victim like me.

And there were many more incidents if I listed them all.
Look, if all this had happened gradually over two or three years, I might have taken it in stride.

But all of this happened in less than a year—not even six months.
At this point, surviving is a miracle, but it also means I have the kind of bad luck where disasters keep striking one after another.

Of course, whether it's a miracle or bad luck depends on perspective...
But when entering the unknown space of a Gate, shouldn't I be more concerned about bad luck than miracles?

After hearing my lengthy explanation, Hyun considered it with a serious expression, Ryu Hwa looked like she wanted to say something, and Ha-Young Noona gave a bitter smile.

"Sia. I understand what you're worried about, but back then Harmageddon was deliberately targeting you. So shouldn't you believe more in miracles than bad luck? What do you think?"

"Yeah, it's better to think of it as a miracle rather than bad luck. After all, you're the one who won in the end, right?"

After pondering their words for a moment, I nodded.
If they're being this encouraging, I should trust them.

"Then shall we go in now?"

"That's too sudden."

I had decided to think positively, but this was still too abrupt.
I'm not mentally prepared yet.

"Don't be unnecessarily tense. If you keep trembling like that, even simple things will become difficult."

Though her tone was quite aggressive, I knew by now that she was saying it for my benefit, so I didn't feel bad.

...Alright. Let's do this. It's not like I'm going to die.
If things go south, I can just bolt out of there.

I'm not alone either—there are three former S-Class Heroes with me.
Oh, Ryu Hwa is A-Class, right.

"Let's go. I'm ready."

"Good. Let's go. Noonas, I'm counting on you."

With the two women nodding behind us, Hyun and I stood before the Gate.

The Gate looked very similar to the distorted landscape visible when Han Yeong-Seok tore through the air, but unlike that, it appeared quite stable.

If I had to compare, it was like the difference between the wake of a jet boat and a completely still lake.
Thinking about it that way, it didn't seem that dangerous after all.

"So... do we just go in now?"

"Yeah. Be careful when entering. The floor might drop suddenly, or there could be a ledge, or... anyway, just be careful."

"What's the worst Gate entry you've experienced?"

"Falling from the sky."

Shit, that sounds dangerous as hell.
Is this really okay?

"It's fine. Both of us can fly, remember?"

That's true.
I nodded, took a deep breath, got into position, and dove into the Gate like I was diving into water.

Just in case, I slightly extended my wings to prepare for flight.
Come what may, I thought as I jumped in, but...

THUD.

"..."

Falling from the sky, my ass.
It was just a normal floor, and I ended up rolling on the ground.

Hyun, who calmly walked in after me, saw me sprawled on the floor and went "pfft."
I didn't mishear—he actually made a deflating sound. Anyone would recognize it as laughter.

As I slowly got up from the ground, Hyun grabbed the back of my neck and helped me up.

"I can't believe you fell for that. It's like telling someone they need to take off their shoes on an airplane—that level of lie."

"You bastard... How was I supposed to know?! This is my first time!"

"But you're less nervous now, right?"

My tension had definitely eased, but my irritation had increased proportionally.

"After getting me all covered in dirt, you have the nerve to... Oh, it's not dirt, it's stone."

Looking down to dust off my clothes, I saw it wasn't dirt but an ordinary stone floor.
That's why my clothes were cleaner than I expected.

"Let me help you dust off."

"So you can sneakily touch my chest, right?"

"..."

Hyun silently dusted off my clothes.
He seemed to take my words seriously, avoiding my chest area completely.

"I was joking, so just help me dust everything off. You touch them almost every day anyway, why be so sensitive now?"

"I thought you'd suddenly discovered your feminine side."

We've come too far for that kind of concern.
Without saying that aloud, I slowly looked around.

Square stone tiles on the floor, Greek-style... or at least the kind of stone pillars you often see in Greek and Roman mythology. Looking up, I saw a stone ceiling instead of sky.

Literally stone everywhere.

"If it's an underground dungeon or subterranean city, we lucked out."

"How do you know that?"

"Well, the details might differ, but the basic structure is similar. Underground locations are broadly either cities or dungeons. Sometimes we emerge at large caverns or cave entrances, and those are real disasters."

"Why?"

"Because that's where the Light Dragon came from. Dragon's Lair. Of course, it's not always the case, but monsters that dig their own holes... well, you know without me explaining, right?"

"I get the gist. So underground areas are randomly either cities or dungeons, and neither is as dangerous as I thought."

"Right. We got lucky. Neither has major threats. So, how does it feel to pass through a Gate for the first time?"

Is that even a question...

"It felt fucking awful."

Passing through the Gate felt like moving through a membrane with some sticky, slippery liquid flowing through it.
Honestly, it was like walking naked through the runny snot of a giant with sinusitis.

"Ugh..."

As I shuddered while giving my honest answer, Hyun burst into laughter again.
I got so annoyed I couldn't help but kick him.

Ch.197 - Is This A Dangerous Place...?
When people think of what lies beyond a Gate, they usually imagine goblins, orcs, or various other monsters.
But reality was surprisingly different.

Stone pillars, stone floors, stone ceilings... Looking everywhere, it was nothing but rocks, which completely shattered both my tension and expectations.
I hadn't been expecting much to begin with, but I still felt utterly disappointed.

"This place is really gloomy. Probably because it's nothing but rocks."

"It could be because we're underground, or it might be an issue with the Gate itself."

"I understood the first part, but what do you mean by an issue with the Gate? Is that a thing?"

"Some call it magical energy, others call it atmosphere—there are many terms, but it's basically like compatibility. Just like some people enjoy heights while others hate them."

"That actually sounds pretty fantasy-like, strangely enough."

Hyun laughed at my response with a "pfft" and asked what I had been expecting.
I hadn't really been expecting anything in particular, so I just shrugged.

"By that logic, aren't Gates themselves fantasy?"

"That's true."

We continued our conversation as we walked down the long corridor.
By the way, when is this corridor going to end?

I hope we're not just going in circles... No, that can't be.

From the moment we entered, we've been moving in a straight line in one direction, so getting lost shouldn't even be possible.

If this were a huge room with pillars at regular intervals, I might understand, but this is just a straight corridor with pillars on both sides—a structure where getting lost is impossible.

The problem is that despite this simple structure, there's no end in sight.

"Hey, how are we going to get back? Even if we retrace our steps, it's going to take a while. Isn't that dangerous?"

At my words, Hyun looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask what I was talking about, then let out an "Ah" of realization.

"Are you worried about the Gate collapsing?"

"Isn't that common sense? Gates collapse after they're cleared, right?"

Now it was my turn to look at him like he was talking nonsense.
As far as I knew, Gates collapse after certain conditions are met and they're cleared.

How would someone who's never entered a Gate know this?
From old novels, comics, and the internet.

After I summarized my explanation, Hyun nodded seriously.
Honestly, it was unexpected. I thought he would laugh and ask where I heard such things...

"You're not laughing?"

"Why would I laugh? The fact that you know even that much means you've done your research on your own. I'm not childish enough to make fun of that."

"Ugh..."

Why do you only become cool in places like this...?
If you were always like this... Wait, what am I even saying?

I closed my eyes tightly and then opened them again with a sigh, trying to push away these useless thoughts.

"So, you're saying Gates don't collapse even after they're cleared."

"That's right."

With that firm answer, all my previous worries disappeared.
After all, I had been concerned about coming all this way only to have the Gate disappear while we were trying to return.

Instead, a different question arose.
Then how were all the previous Gates closed?

"So how do Gates close? There must be a way to close them since they've been closed before."

"They close automatically when cleared. Oh, but not immediately like you're thinking. They close naturally when the energy inside is depleted. To explain it simply, it's like a car that stops on its own when it runs out of fuel."

"Ah... So Gates don't close right away."

"Usually not."

I see.
...Wait, usually?

I went over what I'd just heard, wondering if I'd misunderstood, but I hadn't.
Saying "usually not" implies there are unusual situations.

I felt a chill down my spine, but decided to keep my mouth shut.
There was no point in getting anxious by asking what those unusual situations might be.

"This really seems endless, though."

I'm not sure how much time has passed while we've been walking and talking about dungeons, but it's definitely been over an hour.

Yet this insane corridor shows no sign of ending, only revealing more darkness ahead.

As soon as we entered the corridor, Hyun suggested "Let's mark the pillars as we go," so I even left large, easily recognizable claw marks on the walls... but there's still no end in sight.

"Is this right...? Are there Gates this large?"

"There have been a few. The Cradle of the Sea God where Behemoth appeared, the Dragon's Lair where the Berserk Dragon emerged, and others like the King's Treasury."

"Those names really..."

"Sound like middle school syndrome? I get it—they were all named by foreigners, so they feel a bit off."

Hyun laughed as he said this, but I couldn't bring myself to laugh.

What he was saying essentially meant that the Gate we were in was on the same level as S-Class Gates like the ones with Behemoth, the Berserk Dragon, and whatever the King's Treasury was.

"Then, aren't we doomed?"

"Huh? No. If this were really an S-Class Gate, monsters would have been swarming us from the start. And look at the wall over here."

Hyun strode over to the wall and scratched it with his hand.
The wall caved in along where he had scratched.

"In S-Class Gates, not only are the monsters formidable, but the structures are also unbelievably durable. You couldn't do something like this."

"So when you told me to leave marks on the walls as soon as we entered, it was because if I couldn't make a mark or found it difficult, we'd run away immediately?"

"Exactly. If it were that kind of Gate, we'd need to leave immediately and gather all the S-Class Heroes in Korea."

I see... So he had been thinking everything through from the beginning.
With that thought, I poked at the wall a few times.

It felt completely different from the stone pillars.
Not stone, but hard soil...? It felt like breaking through something like sandstone.

Curious about the sensation, I poked it a few more times, and then suddenly felt my hand pierce through something.

"Huh?"

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing, it just felt like I broke through something. Maybe I'm imagining it?"

"Let's dig more just to be sure."

Thinking it might be my imagination, I dug at the wall again.
After repeating this a few times, light began to shine through the hole I had made.

"...Maybe we should have been breaking down the walls from the beginning."

Without saying anything, Hyun started breaking down the wall.
What was revealed was an immense garden.

It felt like having an entire world beneath our feet.
A hundred times the size of Yeouido? No, even more? I couldn't even begin to estimate how vast it was.

Afraid I might fall, I carefully stood at the edge and peeked out.

"The building is floating..."

The place where we had been standing was a donut-shaped structure floating above a massive garden.

And this structure was so wide that it encircled the entire garden—I could see the path extending on both sides, but not the path on the opposite side.

It wasn't that it was too far to see.
It was because a massive tree, each of its branches thicker than centuries-old trees, was blocking the view.

It was overwhelming.

"Damn... No wonder we kept walking without reaching the end..."

They say people feel fear when confronted with something beyond their comprehension, and I was experiencing something similar.

It's so vast that I doubt whether we can handle this, whether there's a way to close this Gate, or if there's even a method at all.

"Are we really capable of resolving this...?"

I turned to look at Hyun, hoping he might know something, but he was looking down at the garden with an expression similar to mine.

"So there really is no answer..."

If I used my heat ray to quarter this place... No, maybe I should just burn everything broadly? Would the Gate close if the entire forest disappeared? Or do we need to destroy the structure?

While I was seriously contemplating these options while hanging on the edge, Hyun tapped my shoulder.

"We don't need to clear this Gate."

"What?"

"I had my suspicions, but I didn't think it would actually exist."

After muttering something only he understood, Hyun sighed deeply and sat down.
It wasn't out of resignation or despair, but rather like the tension had drained from him.

I turned back to look at the garden again.
Maybe it was because I now knew it was safe, but it really did just seem like an exceptionally large garden.

Although I now understood it wasn't dangerous, I still didn't grasp the situation, so I looked back at Hyun.
He had been sighing repeatedly, but when our eyes met, he smiled slightly.

"You probably don't understand. Let me explain. Gates can be broadly divided into two types: dangerous ones and non-dangerous ones. And researchers studying Gates proposed this hypothesis."

If there are extremely dangerous S-Class Gates, wouldn't there also be extremely safe Gates?

"This is that place. A place that only existed as a hypothesis."

That crazy old man, so this is what he was hiding...
Hyun said this while letting out a sigh of relief.

Ch.198 - A Chilling Place.
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

The dungeon that was only known through legends.
Honestly, just hearing the name makes you think something terrifying must be lurking inside.

But after coming here in person, it turned out to be nothing more than a dungeon with an extremely large tree.

I mean, really. Unless the tree trunk suddenly sprouted a face and started raging, "How dare you set foot in this sacred forest!" there wasn't anything particularly threatening that I could see.

I wondered if something incredible might be hidden in that forest, so I hadn't gone down yet, but even after watching until my eyes nearly popped out, nothing seemed to move.

"Should we go down?"

Hyun seemed uncertain too, pondering for a while before nodding.

"Carry me and go down slowly. I'll signal if it seems dangerous."

"Sure."

Since I could now easily lift and carry a person, I stretched my arms toward Hyun.

"Do you want me to hold you, or should we just hold hands?"

"...We should hold hands. If you carry me, I won't be able to see ahead."

"You seemed to think about that a bit too long."

I joked with a smirk, and Hyun cleared his throat before taking my hand.

"Enough of that, let's hurry down. We can't stay here forever."

"What, are you embarrassed?"

Seeing him avoid eye contact without answering, I giggled and threw myself out through the hole I'd broken earlier.
I hadn't flown in a while, and even when I did, it attracted attention and brought journalists around, so I couldn't fly for some time.

"It feels so good to fly after so long!!"

I stretched my wings wide on both sides, which had been feeling stiff from being folded away for so long, and flapped them hard.
With the refreshing wind hitting my ears and the liberating feeling I hadn't experienced in a while, I shouted "Waaah!" while circling around.

Oh right, I didn't come here just to fly around.
I stopped flapping my wings vigorously and slowly descended in a large circle.

"Can you see anything?"

"No, nothing."

Perhaps because we were at a lower altitude, the sound of the wind had diminished enough that we could hear each other without shouting.
But it seemed we needed to go down further. As we descended more, branches began to appear between the green vegetation.

I stopped descending further and flew around the area.
But the trees were... much bigger than I expected.

Setting aside the massive tree in the center, even the smaller trees surrounding it were impressively large.

Of course trees are naturally larger than humans, but that's not what I mean—each tree was truly like...
What's that tree called? The extremely large one in America.

Anyway, they looked about the size of those trees that even twenty strong adult men couldn't fully wrap their arms around.
Thinking Hyun might know, I called out to him.

"Hey, what's that tree? The biggest one in America."

"The biggest tree? Ah... oh, Hyperion?"

"Tree... ah, yes, that's it. Don't all the trees here look about that size?"

"We'd need to go down to know for sure, but from here, they do look like it."

I wondered what could possibly be inside that forest.
Something that could move through trees that large would have to be no ordinary creature...

Surely we wouldn't encounter human-sized insects, building-sized snakes, or something like King Kong, right?
I hope this Gate won't burst open later, getting named something like "God's Model Garden" with monsters pouring out?

I searched the surroundings nervously, but even after flying around for nearly 10 minutes, I couldn't spot anything unusual.

Ten minutes might sound brief, but that's only if you're walking. If I fly seriously for 10 minutes, I could travel from Incheon to Seoul, so it's definitely not a short distance.

Of course, I wasn't flying at full speed this time since I needed to survey the area, but I certainly covered much more ground than if we'd been traveling by car.

"Hey, I don't see anything. Do you see anything?"

"I don't see anything either."

After flying around for another 5 minutes, we decided to land.

"We can't keep flying forever, so hover around here for a bit. I'll go down first."

"Got it. Should I let go?"

When I released his hand, Hyun kicked the air a few times to slow his descent and landed on the ground.
After that, I circled around the area until Hyun would signal me, but...

Wait, didn't we forget to decide on a signal?

I stopped flying forward and hovered in place, flapping my wings.
After waiting like that for a few minutes, Hyun kicked off the ground and came back toward me.

Oh right, Hyun can fly too.
Huh? Then why did he ask me to carry him... ah, I see.

"If you wanted to hold my hand, you could have just said so."

There's only one person who would want to hold these unworthy hands anyway.
After a brief bitter smile, I lowered my altitude to match Hyun's height.

"Did something happen?"

"No, I just came to tell you it's safe to come down. Let's go."

I nodded and descended to the ground with Hyun.
Once we entered the middle of the forest, it felt completely different from what we'd seen from above the structure.

The sense of pressure was different. It was somewhat frightening just because all the trees were so much bigger than me.

Some might ask what's scary about trees that just stand there doing nothing.
But when hundreds of trees dozens of times your size are standing all around you, anyone would feel intimidated.

It's like my sense of perspective was shattered—I felt like a dwarf who had wandered into the land of giants.
It seemed like a giant of enormous size might walk out from behind one of those trees at any moment.

I rubbed my goosebump-covered arms with the back of my hand, but thinking about it would only make me feel worse, so I moved closer to Hyun and changed the subject.

"So what are we looking for here?"

"We're looking for Elixir ingredients."

"But there must be several ingredients for the Elixir, right? Like monster fluid, or some kind of... sacred water? Something like that."

"Ah, we don't need anything like that. The ingredient needed to make the Elixir is nothing other than a Gate Core."

Even people who don't know much about Gates know that to close a Gate, you need to destroy its core.
The word "core" itself practically screams "I'm important!"

Not knowing that would be absurd.
But what? Eating it? Even if it's made into medicine, eating it?

"Why?"

"What do you think is most important for maintaining a Gate?"

"Well, the core, of course."

"Right. That's why some deranged pseudoscience believers paid premium prices for Gate Cores and gulped them down—that was the origin of the Elixir."

"No way. What kind of thinking leads someone to eat something like that?"

"The Gate Core breathes life into the Gate. Therefore, the Gate Core must possess enough power to maintain an entire world. So what would happen if a human consumed it? Surely they would attain immortality... That's what was written in the notes found after the man died."

"He died?"

If it was the original Elixir, shouldn't it have been much more effective than the current version?
No, wait. Maybe being a prototype made it more dangerous.

"What were the effects?"

"There were effects. A man paralyzed from the waist down after a car accident recovered—no, regenerated—instantly and jumped up from his bed, running around the hospital."

"Then why did he die? He wouldn't have just dropped dead for no reason."

"His body couldn't keep up with the recovery and collapsed. The healing power that exceeded human limits became poison instead. To use an analogy, it was like shoving a nuclear battery into a human body."

Ah, that makes sense.
At that point, death would be natural.

"So the Elixir is made by diluting the core, I guess."

"Exactly. Most cores are destroyed on the spot to close Gates, which is why Elixirs are so rare."

Now that I think about it, it all makes sense.

"But how did they figure out what concentration wouldn't kill people..."

Seeing Hyun's bitter smile in response to my question, I immediately understood.
Right. They say human lives were worth less than flies back then... Of course they would have experimented on people.

With that grim thought, we walked through the forest in silence for a while.
And after wandering through the forest for quite some time, we were left speechless for a different reason.

"Not even a single ant in sight?"

"I know... We've been deliberately checking from the outskirts slowly in case dangerous creatures are hiding, but I never expected not to see even a single ant."

This wasn't just an exaggeration about scarcity—literally not a single insect, bird, or animal was visible.
Come to think of it, something had felt off since before we entered this forest.

From the time we left the structure until now, all we'd heard was the sound of wind rustling through leaves.
A forest this size should certainly have bird calls or animal sounds, but there were none.

"Could a forest this vast really have no living animals...?"

It was impossible to dismiss this as untrue when we hadn't encountered a single animal so far, and no animal sounds could be heard from anywhere.

"Could there really be nothing but trees...?"

"...If that's true, we might need to be tense for a completely different reason."

Swoosh...
In the eerie sound of the wind where not a single bird call could be heard, Hyun and I swallowed hard.

Ch.199 - Forest Mother
The conversation I just had made the danger level of this Gate skyrocket in my mind from rock bottom to Behemoth and Light Dragon level in an instant.
Of course, it couldn't actually be that dangerous... or at least, it shouldn't be. Still, I decided to look around a bit more before heading back.

Unless there was a definite threat that the two of us couldn't handle alone.
After all, we couldn't just abandon Gate exploration because it seemed dangerous or scary.

*It should be fine.*

Hyun had said earlier that truly dangerous dungeons had correspondingly sturdy structures.
If I could leave marks with my nails, then no matter how dangerous it seemed, I should be able to handle it myself.

Just to be sure, while Hyun was looking around, I casually scratched a nearby tree with my nail.
I felt some resistance, but when I applied a little force, there was a scraping sound as a scratch appeared on the tree's surface.

...A scratch?

Just as I hesitated at the hardness, which was nothing compared to the structure above us, I heard a rustling sound of leaves.

Under normal circumstances, it would have sounded like waves in the forest, soothing the mind along with a cool breeze.
At first, I just looked up at the sky, quietly watching the leaves sway, but at some point, I realized something was wrong.

There was no wind.
I could clearly hear leaves rustling, but not even a hint of breeze was blowing.

Leaves rustling in the wind wouldn't be strange—it's a natural phenomenon.
But leaves rustling without wind is strange. Anyone would consider it abnormal.

Of course, if it had been momentary, I might have dismissed it as my imagination.
But the sound continued endlessly.

"What the..."

Scientifically it made no sense, but I could understand if the trees were growing so densely that the wind couldn't reach us here.

If it was just a gentle breeze that barely moved my bangs, that could be possible.

"The trees are trembling..."

But the tree I was looking up at was shaking violently as if caught in a storm.
Hyun seemed to have assessed the situation too, as he looked around and frowned deeply.

"Let's get up in the air! We'll figure things out after we see what's happening from above!"

With those words, Hyun immediately embraced me and leaped into the sky.

It took some time to reach a point with clear visibility because the surrounding trees were so large, but fortunately, the trees didn't suddenly move to attack us.

When we reached the sky, what we saw were trees twisting their bodies.
I'm not sure if "twisting their bodies" is the right expression for trees, but I couldn't think of any other way to describe it.

"I think I've seen something like this in a movie before... Lord of the Rings, was it?"

"You can say that after seeing this? Hey, what exactly did you do to make the trees suddenly start twisting like this?"

When I flinched at Hyun's words, he immediately turned his head toward me since we were pressed together.
His expression clearly asked, "Was it you?"

"Well... I remembered what you said earlier about dangerous Gates having sturdy structures, so I just scratched it a little..."

"That's for structures... trees are living things. And in Gates like this, plant-type monsters can appear too, so don't touch them carelessly—I didn't explain that, did I?"

Hyun sighed deeply with a disgruntled expression.

"Haah... I'm sorry. It's my fault. I should have explained everything before we came down."

He seemed genuinely apologetic, which made my conscience ache.

"Why are you apologizing? It's my fault for acting without thinking..."

"If you knew that, why did you scratch the tree without asking me first?"

I averted my eyes from his half-lidded gaze and apologized.
But really, I didn't know... How was I supposed to know? It looked like a perfectly ordinary tree.

"I'm really sorry."

"It's okay. Let's just say we both made mistakes. Now's not the time to argue about this."

I nodded and spread my wings, taking over from Hyun to fly around and assess the situation.

I increased my altitude a bit, worried that branches might suddenly extend toward us, but fortunately, that didn't happen.

Other than the shaking, nothing else was happening.
Except for one tree—the largest one in the center.

"..."

I'd heard somewhere that trees communicate with each other.
If so, what were the trees below talking about?

What was the largest tree, which hadn't shown any reaction so far, hearing?
Well, probably nothing good.

"I hope I'm imagining things, but doesn't it look like the other trees are trying to wake up the one in the middle?"

"It must be our imagination. No, it has to be... If that one starts moving too, it'll be a real disaster."

A tree whose branches alone were the size of buildings, twisting its body?
That would be catastrophic. Even a mere brush against it would cause fatal injuries.

I might be able to endure somehow with my sturdy body, but if Hyun got hit, it would be over.

Please just let this pass.
But our small hope was shattered when a soft light began emanating from the massive tree.

* * *

When the windless forest began to shake frantically, the Mother Of The Forest who had been in deep slumber opened her eyes.
No, that's not right—no matter how ancient the tree, it's still a tree. Trees don't have eyes, so saying she "opened her eyes" is incorrect.

But she had definitely awakened from a long sleep.
Upon waking, the Mother Of The Forest listened to the sounds of trees coming from all directions.

Rustle...

To ordinary humans, it would sound like nothing more than leaves brushing against each other, but to the Mother Of The Forest, it sounded like this:

[Mom!! The youngest got hit!!]

[My goodness, who hit our youngest!? What creature? I'll turn them into nutrients!]

[It wasn't hit, it was scratched with a blade?]

[Not a blade, they say it was a fingernail? Isn't this the first animal we've seen in centuries?]

[There's no two-legged animal with claws that sharp, could it be a new species?]

[Who knows. Maybe it's those humans who tried to burn down the forest before, returning]

The emotions in the children's voices were mixed with anger and concern, but also surprise and anticipation.

Amid the clamor pouring in from all directions, the Mother Of The Forest was happy that her children were still healthy, but remained silent at their somewhat confusing story.

The youngest would be the sequoia that had just turned 600 years old—how could it have been hit?
After maintaining silence for a while, the Mother Of The Forest slowly moved.

[Humans, is it]

The tree that had lived for tens of thousands of years created a great wind just by moving its body, strong enough to make Yu Sia and Hyun, who were flying nearby, stagger in the air.

[Wait a moment]

The Mother Of The Forest sensed the presence of the two people brushing against her leaves and stopped moving again.
Though she hadn't heard anything yet, she could tell these two were the culprits.

In the Mother's Garden, where trees from all over the world gathered, it was impossible not to notice non-tree beings flying through the sky.
While the Mother contemplated the two people, Hyun and Sia swallowed hard as they watched the trees that had suddenly stopped moving.

How would you feel if you walked into a noisy classroom and suddenly everyone fell silent and stared at you?
You'd naturally feel suffocated, even wondering if you'd done something wrong.

Now imagine that happening not with people but with trees, in numbers that could rightfully be called a "sea of trees," all stopping at once?

"...Should we run?"

"...What a coincidence, I was thinking the same thing."

Just as Hyun and Sia were considering the thirty-sixth stratagem from the famous Chinese military treatise—running away—an enormous amount of light particles burst from the Mother's body.

Like spores exploding from a mushroom, the overwhelming quantity erupted so suddenly that even the two flying people couldn't avoid it.

"Waaah!!"

"Kuh!"

But after being engulfed in the light particles, Sia felt her physical condition improving rather than experiencing any pain, leaving her dumbfounded as she frantically flapped her wings.

*I can feel my ankle again...*

Conversely, Hyun was thinking hard while looking at the parts of his body touched by the light particles.

He could actually feel his condition improving, but having experienced many hardships in Gates, he couldn't let his guard down.

*What is this...? Healing...? No, paralysis? It can't be paralysis if I can feel sensation...*

The Mother Of The Forest and the forest children, quietly listening to the voices of the two people, were delighted to hear such different voices after so long.
But at the same time, after reading what tumultuous lives the two had led, they pitied them and slowly swayed their bodies.

The Mother observed her children's movements quietly before speaking.
Of course, being a tree, she had no mouth. But her will was clearly conveyed.

"Can you hear my voice?"

"Huh...?"

"Did it... just speak?"

"It has been a long time since I've spoken to children who are not my own. I feel nervous. Hohoho..."

Later, the two would describe the ancient tree's voice as being like that of a warm countryside grandmother.

Ch.200 - Opportunity
I knew we were doomed the moment the trees started moving. To be honest, I didn't think I could win.

You might ask, "Can't you just burn them with fire?"
Burning a tree that size and this entire massive forest would be suicide. It's not just about durability—considering the carbon dioxide and heat that would be released if I tried to burn the whole forest at once, starting a fight with my breath would turn into a life-or-death tug-of-war.

"Can't you just tear everything apart with your claws?"
...Even I can't destroy building-sized trees with just my claws.

Besides, these aren't just ordinary trees—they're magical trees. How am I supposed to win? With even minimal thought, it's clear this fight is overwhelmingly against me, and whether I win or lose, I'd only end up worse off.

*Good thing they approached with goodwill...*

Otherwise, I would've either fought to the death or set everything on fire and fled without looking back.
I sighed with relief as I looked around. Nothing much had changed except for the trees swaying gently like concertgoers during an emotional finale.

...At least, that's how it appeared on the surface.

"How old are you now? Eighteen? Wow... you really are a baby."

"There's an 18-century age gap between us. I thought I was young..."

"My youngest is 6 centuries old, so you're much younger than my baby. How can an eighteen-year-old speak so well?"

"Humans are quick learners, you know."

The voices pouring in from all directions made my head feel like it was about to explode. They weren't speaking with sound but projecting directly into my mind from everywhere, causing an unbearable headache.

It felt like having someone forcibly shake my head while suffering from a severe flu. I was only managing because I'd experienced mental interference from hundreds of people before and had conversations with the Light Dragon.

Choi Hyun, whose mental endurance was a bit lower than mine, was already half-dazed. He was just trembling, unable to speak, as if simply staying conscious was his limit.

*We wouldn't have stood a chance in a fight anyway...*

If we'd been hit by that light particle and all the surrounding trees started talking at once, our brains would have fried instantly. We would have died without even being able to do anything.

*What is this, some kind of gimmick boss?*

My brain was so exhausted that all sorts of strange thoughts were crossing my mind. I was somehow managing to stay airborne by flapping my wings, but I felt like I'd plummet to the ground the moment I lost focus.

The big tree seemed to be saying something, but I couldn't process any of it. Just as I thought I might collapse, another light particle floated over and gently landed on my forehead.

The terrible headache eased somewhat, and I felt energy returning to my body.

"Children. I know the little one is cute, but it's still just a baby, so you shouldn't be so noisy."

The surrounding trees finally stopped swaying, and the voices hammering into my head quieted down. As I sighed with relief, an enormous branch slowly approached me.

Of course, "slowly" is relative when something the size of a building is coming toward you—the pressure was no joke. I flinched despite knowing it wouldn't harm me.

"Come, you must be tired from flying. Sit here and rest for a while."

It was a bit overwhelming to be offered what felt like an entire building to rest on, but I didn't refuse the kindness. I was completely drained from forcing myself to stay airborne, and I'd probably fall if I kept flying.

I placed the half-unconscious Hyun on the branch first, then sat down beside him. As I sat there cooling my heated forehead, a small branch fell onto Hyun's face.

It happened so suddenly that I was about to remove it without thinking, but the tree stopped me before I could move.

"That branch contains my power. It will filter our voices somewhat, and if you tap painful areas with it, the pain will subside."

"Ah, I see..."

Just as I was thinking this was another considerate gesture, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu. The way it answered before I could speak or act—yes, it felt similar to when I conversed with the Light Dragon.

As if it was reading my mind...

"Your thoughts are correct. It was necessary to make our voices audible to you. Can you forgive this intrusion?"

"Well, yes... we couldn't talk if I couldn't hear your voice."

Besides, I was already used to it from previous experiences.

As I responded mentally with a slightly disgruntled expression, something dropped onto my head and got caught between my horns. Looking up, I saw a glowing branch similar to the one on Hyun.

True to the tree's word, the areas touching the branch cooled down, and my headache gradually subsided. Not only that, but I could even feel some sensation returning to my nearly numb feet.

"Wow... how is this possible?"

"Hoho, when you live as long as I have, you develop aches and pains all over... As I learned to heal myself, this ability came naturally."

"That's amazing..."

I'd thought the same when touched by the light particle earlier—this was truly remarkable. With something like this, who would even need an Elixir?

I swayed my head from side to side, moving the branch caught between my horns. Though it looked like an ordinary branch, each movement made my painful or uncomfortable areas feel a little better.

After staring at the branch on my head and the one covering Hyun's face for a moment, I turned toward the tree. It was still silently emitting a soft glow, neither moving nor speaking.

"...Why are you being so kind to us?"

"Because I know your actions weren't malicious. And my giving requires no reason. I don't expect anything in return, so please don't feel burdened."

The sincerity in that gentle voice made me let go of my last psychological resistance. I could have asked, "How can you be so sure? Couldn't this be a deception?" But it was different.

The connection between us meant I could also sense the tree's emotions to some extent. Living alongside the Light Dragon had taught me how to read such feelings, despite the difference in our natures.

And all I could sense from the tree were emotions like love, joy, and contentment—like a grandmother looking at her grandchild. The option to fight had completely disappeared. After all, few people would seriously fight their own grandmother...

"Thank you."

"Hoho... I should be the one thanking you. You've allowed me to meet a very old friend again."

What did that mean?
As I blinked in confusion, I felt a familiar tingling sensation in my horns for the first time in a while.

[I sensed something familiar and opened my eyes after so long... Who would have thought I'd see you again?]

"It's been a while. The last time we met was 4 centuries ago... Have you reached a thousand years yet?"

[Unfortunately, I died a year short. But that's an odd question. If you read my memories, you'd know what happened.]

"I couldn't just peek into the little one's memories without permission. I only glimpsed what surfaced to understand the situation."

Wow... so different from someone else I know...
As I thought this, the Light Dragon snorted.

"Then you must know why I came here."

"Not to make an Elixir to heal your body. And the ingredient you seek is... the Gate Core."

Though delivered in a calm voice, those words were incredibly ominous.

It was essentially like showing up out of nowhere and saying, "I need something, so I'm going to destroy your home."

"If you need it, I can give you some."

But instead of getting angry or refusing, the tree readily agreed to share it.
For a moment, I blinked, wondering if I'd misheard, but the tree read my thoughts and repeated the same thing.

"You didn't mishear. If you need the core, I can share some with you."

"Is that... possible? Won't the Gate close if the core is gone?"

"Even if the Gate closes, we won't disappear, and the core has the ability to regenerate itself for protection. So giving you enough to make an Elixir for you to drink won't be a problem."

"Ah..."

"And drinking the Elixir will return your body to its original state, right? You were originally a boy? How unfair it must have been to have your body taken against your will... Giving a little of the core to such a child is no hardship."

At the tree's words, I glanced at Hyun for a moment and smiled slightly.

"...I don't need to go back to my original form. I like how I am now."

Because Hyun said he likes this form.

"Ah, youth."

[You're showing off.]

Oh, right.
Those two can read my thoughts.

Ch.201 - Mental Connection Is Scary
I had another reason for refusing to return to my original form besides Hyun saying he liked me this way. There was an even bigger reason.

The truth about my body.
My mind thinks of my body as Yu Sia, who was once an 18-year-old young man, but that's not actually the case.

An artificial life form created by a madman. That's what I really am.
Even if I "returned to normal," how much would actually change? At best, my wings and horns might disappear.

Or maybe... I'd return to whatever form I'm supposed to have.
It's completely random, from best to worst case. That's scary, which makes me hesitant.

"So it's enough if I can just heal this leg."

"Certainly... if what you're saying is true, drinking the Elixir probably won't return you to your original form."

"That's right, isn't it?"

I was disappointed but not despairing.
If I had been expecting that drinking the Elixir would return me to my original body and let me live like before, it might have been different.

But I had somewhat anticipated that drinking the Elixir wouldn't change much.
I smiled bitterly and shook my head.

The tree gently swayed and lightly stroked my head with a thin branch.

It was less of a stroke and more of a brief touch, but from that careful gesture and the emotions conveyed, I could tell she was trying to comfort me.

"Thank you for comforting me."

The Elixir is a bit of a waste, but if the tree helps me a little, I should be able to heal my ankle at least.
As I closed my eyes and felt the leaves brushing against my head, the Light Dragon, who had been silent, spoke up.

[Drink the Elixir anyway.]

"I really wish you'd stop cutting out all the context when you talk."

I muttered with a sullen expression, and the Light Dragon snorted.

[When have I ever said anything useless to you?]

"Well, never, but that's not the point. When you talk like that, I have no choice but to ask more questions."

[Then I'll tell you. In your current state, you won't live even a year.]

...Die?
My mind went completely blank at this revelation, which was far more serious than I'd expected.

I thought I'd become quite resilient after all I'd been through in this short time, but apparently not.
Seeing how my brain completely reset at the mere mention of death... No, anyone would react the same way.

Death isn't something you overcome; it's something you accept.
No, wait.

"Why...?"

[What a strange question. Did you think a dragon's body could be created so easily?]

"Well, no..."

[It takes 10 years just for a pureblooded dragon to be born from an egg. It takes 500 years for a Hatchling to become an adult through molting. Yet you went through 7 molts in just 7 months to become an adult. Does that make any sense to you?]

"But that's so out of nowhere! Why didn't you tell me this before?!"

[I thought it better for you to live peacefully until the end rather than live blinded by impossible hope. As you aged, you would naturally have realized your mortality anyway.]

Listening to him speak so calmly made my blood boil.
I almost lost control of my emotions, but as the heat rose to my head, I somehow became calmer and managed to hold back.

"Why was that your decision to make?"

[What difference would it have made if I told you? Would your death be postponed? Would you live longer? No. You would have either trembled in fear waiting for death or struggled desperately to live. What would that improve? No medicine could heal your body.]

"...Except the Elixir, you mean."

[Yes. That's why I told you as soon as the opportunity arose. Even if I was wrong to hide your impending death, I won't apologize. I believed it was the right thing to do.]

I felt a surge of anger at the Light Dragon's words, but I couldn't bring myself to lash out. I understood intellectually, but emotionally, I just couldn't accept it.
Should I let it go since he's telling me now? But how could he hide something like this when someone's life is at stake?

Should I forgive him because he was trying to be considerate? If he really wanted to be considerate, he should have been honest from the start.

As I was struggling internally, I suddenly remembered Hyun asking me to tell him if anything happened rather than hiding it.

Ah, so that's how Hyun felt.
Realizing that, my anger subsided somewhat.

Of course, I wasn't completely over it; I just realized I wasn't in a position to blame others.

"I guess this is what they call learning from others' mistakes?"

[Hmph. Useless talk.]

Well... at least he didn't wait until I was on my deathbed to tell me. That would have been truly unfair.
...Of course, I couldn't curse the Light Dragon to death, but I could at least glare at him from a distance.

"So drinking the Elixir will heal me?"

[If you believe its effect of returning to your original form is true... Well, let's think about that later. Yes, drinking the Elixir will heal you.]

I nodded and looked up at the tree.
It was a bit embarrassing to refuse once and then ask again, but when your life is at stake, what's a little embarrassment?

"I've been listening to everything."

Oh right. I keep forgetting.
Maybe it's because the connection with the tree feels so comfortable that I keep forgetting we're linked.

"I hate to be shameless, but could I ask for your help?"

"As I said before, that's not difficult. But before that, shouldn't you wake that child up before we go?"

I nodded, got up, and nudged Hyun's side with my foot.
Making groaning sounds, Hyun soon pushed away the branches covering his face and slowly sat up.

"Ugh... my head... What just happened...?"

"Nothing much. You just briefly connected mentally with the trees here, and you couldn't handle it and passed out."

Hyun blinked at my words, looked around, and shuddered.
Mental interference strong enough to make me lose consciousness? That crazy old man, how is this supposed to be a safe Gate...!

Ah, so this is exactly what mental connection feels like.
Strong thoughts or emotions are clearly felt, while smaller feelings or thoughts are only faintly perceived.

As I nodded at that thought, Hyun's mind went quiet.

"Hey... are you connected to me too right now?"

"Huh? Well..."

I nodded and looked at Hyun, and a strange atmosphere flowed between us.
No joke, there was a truly strange feeling flowing.

"..."

"..."

Please disconnect the mental link between Hyun and me.
Please disconnect the mental link between Sia and me.

Hyun and I had the same thought simultaneously, and the Mother Of The Forest and surrounding trees swayed gently.
Even without a mental connection, it was clear that this was a sign they were laughing.

"I'm sorry, but connections aren't something that can be made and broken at will."

Well, if it can't be helped...
I glanced at Hyun and our eyes met as he was glancing at me.

Oh god, this mental connection is real.
I sighed deeply and covered my face, hearing a sigh from beside me as well.

With emotions doubled, the embarrassment was doubled too.
Just then.

[That's a lie. If it were truly impossible, connecting with you in the first place would have been impossible.]

"Really... I just wanted to watch the pure love of young ones..."

The tree showed disappointment for the first time at the Light Dragon's words, but...

""Please disconnect us...""

I'm not joking, it really feels like we're displaying public affection in the middle of a subway!

"Don't think about that!"

"You're thinking about similar... No, you crazy bastard, what are you thinking?!"

"Hohoho, to be young. Like a baobab tree."

"Aaaaargh!!"

Mental connections are too scary...
...After a brief commotion.

After our desperate persuasion, the mental connection was severed, and we followed the Light Dragon's guidance, flying in the direction of the light particles emitted by the Mother Of The Forest.

We flew because the tree was so large that walking would have taken several more hours.
Seriously... the largest leaf was the size of a neighborhood basketball court.

[Using me as a map substitute, of all things. Tsk, what's so embarrassing about reproductive behavior between males and females?]

"You...!"

I almost shouted out loud in anger but held back and screamed internally instead.

'That's obviously embarrassing!'

[I was saying, why be embarrassed now when you were licking and sucking while I was watching?]

"You were watching that?!"

"What?! Are we mentally connected again?!"

"What were you thinking about to react like that?!"

[Haah... such noisy fellows.]

I felt like I was going crazy with indignation, but I held it in and flapped my wings hard.
Following the particles, we finally arrived at our destination: inside the Mother Of The Forest.

Surprisingly, the inside of the tree was hollow. Looking up, the night sky spread out above us, and looking down, an enormous mass of light was pulsating.

[That's the Gate Core.]

"Unbelievable..."

Maybe because the tree itself is so huge, the core is also impossibly large.

Ch.202 - Return To The Starting Point
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide the English translation following all guidelines.

After reaching the place where the Gate Core was located, the good news was that we'd made it there. The bad news? How to carry this thing out.

It wasn't a liquid or solid but closer to a gas, so I wasn't even sure how we should take it with us.

Actually, I wasn't even certain if it was truly a gas.

If it were a mineral or liquid that was glowing, there should be a visible source, but I couldn't see one.

It wasn't so bright that it blinded me—in fact, it was dim enough to look at with the naked eye.

"Hyun, about the Gate Core. Is it supposed to look like that?"

"No. All the ones I've seen before were crystal formations. Elixir is made by processing those into liquid form, but this..."

I'd asked Hyun thinking he might know something, but he was just as clueless as I was.
If there was anyone here who might know, there was only one possibility...

[Perhaps it was naturally purified after spending a long time inside that creature.]

"Purified?"

[That's the only way I can explain it. I don't know the details myself.]

Come to think of it, Light Dragon had mentioned being asleep since before the Gates appeared.
So it's not strange that he wouldn't know either.

"Hyun, when you make Elixir, do you purify it or something?"

"We don't purify it specifically. Instead, we refine it and adjust the concentration. Otherwise, people would die from it."

So purification and refinement are similar concepts?
If that's the case, maybe this purified core is like spring water that's safe to drink...

"I'm not sure enough to be confident. Can we just absorb it as is? We won't explode or anything, right?"

[What needless worries. A dragon's body doesn't break so easily. Besides, you and Hyun have already absorbed some of it, so what are you concerned about?]

"Me and Hyun?"

When did we...
Light particles, tree, not too bright, body healing when absorbed...

"Ah. Could it be those light particles the tree was releasing earlier? That's the same thing? No wonder it looked similar... But are there any side effects?"

[If it's medicine, it's medicine—not poison.]

"There probably aren't any. Usually, poorly made Elixir shows both effects and side effects immediately after drinking. Considering we haven't had any adverse reactions so far, absorbing it in its current state shouldn't cause problems."

So it's safe.
In that case, rather than processing it into Elixir, it would be better to absorb it as is.

The question is how to absorb it...

"Would I die if I jumped in there?"

"There's a reason the term 'overdose' exists, you know."

Hyun looked at me with an expression of disbelief, while Light Dragon snorted with exasperation and didn't bother to answer.

Come on, I know jumping in would be dangerous... Why react so strongly to something I just said casually?
I pouted and looked down, and Hyun patted my shoulder.

"Didn't the tree say earlier it would share some? If you ask, it might give you a portion."

"Hmm... Yeah, that makes more sense."

Did you hear that? I'd like to ask a favor.
When I mentally asked Light Dragon, the area between my horns tingled sharply, making me flinch.

...Seriously, getting all irritated over one simple request. So childish.

"Ugh!?"

"What's wrong!?"

"Ah, it's nothing... Nothing at all."

Oh, right... My connection with the tree was severed, but I'm still linked to Light Dragon...
As I rubbed my throbbing forehead while floating in the air, the ball of light below began to disperse.

"Wow..."

No, it wasn't dispersing.
From the beginning, it wasn't a single mass but countless particles clustered together, appearing as one.

Neither Hyun nor I could take our eyes off the scene as those particles floated around us.
It felt like thousands of fireflies dancing in the night sky.

"So this is what they mean by 'dreamlike'..."

Muttering that, I slowly reached out toward the light particles circling around me.

As if avoiding my fingernails, a particle that had been floating just out of reach finally settled on my palm. The moment it touched me, it created a small ripple like a water droplet falling into a lake, and was absorbed into me.

"Like a fairy."

Startled by the voice beside me, I flinched and turned to see Hyun looking at me with a pleased expression.

"Were you serious about that just now?"

"You heard me?"

"Of course I heard you. That's so incredibly cheesy. Fairies? Really?"

"That's strange. Noona said you'd like it if I said something like that."

"Did she know I used to be a man when she told you that? And anyway, what kind of fairy has hands like—"

My hands had returned to normal.
For a moment, I wondered if I was seeing things, so I clenched and unclenched my fist.

My nails didn't dig into my palm, and I could make a proper fist.
When I touched my face, it felt normal.

"Huh? How... no way."

Now? I mean, I'm glad they've changed back, even if it's just now... but so suddenly?
As I blinked, staring at my normal hands, I suddenly felt my body plummet downward.

"Sia!!"

Of course, it was Hyun who instantly flew over and caught me.
Why am I falling? Don't tell me my wings disappeared too?

I quickly turned my head to look at my back, but my wings were still there.

"Ah..."

"What do you mean 'ah'?! Why did you suddenly stop flapping your wings? You almost fell!"

Hearing Hyun's words, I finally realized I had stopped moving my wings and smiled awkwardly.
Seeing my expression, Hyun frowned briefly before sighing deeply and shaking his head.

"That was dangerous. If you had fallen down there, you might have actually died."

"Hehe, sorry. I was so surprised my wings just froze up. But... you saved me, right?"

When I grinned in response, Hyun smirked.

"You call that an excuse? Seriously."

I chuckled at his words, but suddenly felt something strange.
Not in that way—literally strange.

*Is Hyun normally this big?*

I know he's built, but isn't he a bit too large?
Maybe these light particles make you bigger or something...

"Hey... I'm just asking, but... did I get smaller?"

Please say no, please.
As I looked up at Hyun while silently praying, he subtly averted his eyes.

Oh, the scar on his face is gone.
Wait, that's not the important... well, it is important, but anyway!

"Did I get smaller or not?!"

"...Yeah."

Hyun's answer was short, quiet, and small, but the impact was enormous.
Me, back to being 4'7"... my height reduced by a foot!

"No! This is too much! My hands returning to normal? Great! I'm happy about that! But why did you have to take my height away too?!"

[It's probably because your body wasn't naturally grown. Didn't I say you wouldn't live more than a few years in that state anyway?]

That's...! Well, that's true!!
I feel wronged but can't argue against it...!!

Eventually, with a sullen expression, I remained in Hyun's arms as the light particles briefly circled around us before gathering back into a single point.
It seemed smaller than before, but it was hard to tell.

[This is all I can give you, it says.]

As expected, my body hadn't completely returned to normal, which was disappointing, but I couldn't demand more.

From the beginning, the agreement was that I would only get a small amount, and we were the ones who came seeking charity—it would be unconscionable to demand more.

[It says if you want the same amount again, come back in a hundred years.]

"There won't be a next time..."

A hundred years? Is it saying that if I return as a hunched-over grandmother, it will make me young again?
...It's tempting, but I don't think I'll ever come back here.

Maybe with Hyun, but not alone.
And there's not much point in living that long anyway.

"Tell it thank you."

[Say that yourself. It may not have ears, but it can hear your voice.]

At Light Dragon's words, I nodded and slipped out of Hyun's arms, then bowed my head.

"Thank you for sharing with us!"

At the same time, I heard a rustling sound like leaves in waves.

Even knowing the mental connection was gone, I flinched and turned around to see Hyun looking at me with the exact same expression.

Good thing we cut the mental connection.

* * *

After finishing everything we needed to do inside the Gate, we returned to the structure.

"Nothing else to do now, right?"

"Yeah. This Gate can't be closed anyway, and even if we tried, the two of us wouldn't be nearly enough."

It's obvious that this Gate will never close.
There's no need to close it, and it couldn't be closed even if we wanted to.

*Unless someone deliberately sprays white phosphorus through the Gate, there's no solution.*

No, even then, the structure connected to the Gate would be destroyed first.

When we came outside, Ryu Hwa and Ha-Young unni—no, I should accept it now.

Both unnies were waiting for us and widened their eyes as they looked me up and down.

"Huh? The Elixir... Don't tell me you took Elixir inside?! How?! Any side effects?!"

"You're smaller again..."

Ha-Young unni grabbed my shoulders tightly and shouted, asking if my body was okay, while Ryu Hwa looked at me briefly before smiling bitterly and stopping Ha-Young unni.

"Seeing how she's returned like this, there probably aren't any side effects. She just came out of the Gate and must be tired, so let's talk when we get back."

"Haah... Yeah, that would be better."

And that's how my first and last Gate excursion ended.

Ch.203 - Gate: Aftermath (FIN)
After leaving the Gate behind, we returned to Hyun's house and explained in detail what had happened inside.

At first, the two of them listened quietly to our story, but when we got to the part about the giant tree appearing, they started raising mental question marks. When they heard that all those trees actually had consciousness and that there was a super-duper tree that had absorbed the Gate Core, they completely lost it.

Of course, we didn't bring up scary suggestions like "Did you just leave it there?" or "We should burn it to the ground right now."
Instead, they said that when something like that happens, we should have come out immediately to assess the situation together, and asked why we had proceeded so recklessly.

"...Well, it was just a tree. I didn't think it was particularly dangerous. The structure itself had poor durability, so it didn't seem like a dangerous Gate either."

"You... It's truly a miracle you made it out alive... Haah..."

I thought that even though the process wasn't smooth, everything ended well, but I decided not to say that out loud.
Anyone could see Hyun was getting scolded. Saying something like that would only draw fire to me, and I wasn't crazy enough to do that.

"Sia, you're at fault too. If you thought it was dangerous, you should have returned first."

Well, I was wrong. Even keeping my mouth shut, I still caught some flak.
What is this, a steel mill with all these flying sparks?

"I thought it would be fine since Hyun was with me..."

In the end, Hyun and I got scolded together.
The reason was that we were too complacent and had safety insensitivity syndrome.

I wanted to argue, but everything they said was true, so I couldn't refute and just pouted my lips.
For some reason, Hyun glanced at me and pouted his lips the same way, which earned him immediate punishment from Ha-Young.

"Ugh, stop trying to act cute when you're not cute at all!"

"Mmmphhh!!"

For those who don't know, Ha-Young's main weapon is a shield made from Behemoth carapace.
And shields can't be wielded without considerable arm and grip strength.

In other words, her grip strength is almost gorill—anyway, her grip strength is truly remarkable.
And when those powerful fingers grab your lips?

"Mmmmphhhhh!!"

"..."

I quietly retracted my pout as I watched Hyun struggling beside me.
Getting caught like that would definitely make me cry.

The nagging continued for a while after that, but I didn't feel too bad about it.
From their voices and tone, anyone could tell they were saying these things because they were worried about us.

"—So from now on—"

"We're sorry..."

But it seems to be going on for quite a while.
Couldn't they let us off just this once?

"...Alright. It's not right to nag for too long on such a good day."

*Thank goodness...*

After our unexpectedly lengthy conversation finally ended, we held a small celebration party.

Actually, we had been planning the celebration party since we came out of the Gate, but it got delayed because of the extended scolding session.

It wasn't anything fancy—just ordering whatever food each of us wanted to eat—but isn't it the celebratory spirit that counts?

"So that's why you ordered this much pizza? Because your celebratory spirit is so big?"

Hyun glared at me while holding five large pizzas, and I subtly averted my gaze.
I mean... this is how much I usually eat anyway, so what's the problem...

"You need to think about others too. And at the very least, couldn't you have ordered different kinds, you idiot!"

Hyun put the five pizzas down on the table and opened one box, revealing a golden pineapple topping pizza in all its glory.

But it didn't end there. As he opened the other boxes one after another, there was pineapple, more pineapple, and yet more pineapple.
All five pizzas we ordered were pineapple pizzas.

Ryu Hwa blinked at the pizzas spread across the table and tilted her head.

"Did they deliver the wrong order?"

"No, it's not a mistake. I'm a regular at that place, and they're not the type to make such errors."

"Everyone makes mistakes sometimes. Getting an order wrong is just a minor slip-up."

"No, really, it's not a mistake. Look at this."

Hyun handed Ryu Hwa the receipt that was attached to the pizza bag. As she casually looked at it, her expression suddenly froze.

After quietly staring at the receipt, Ryu Hwa's face turned pale, and she excused herself to wash her hands in the bathroom. Ha-Young naturally took the receipt next and made a sour face.

"You really did order only pineapple pizzas..."

Now I felt wronged. What's wrong with pineapple pizza?
If it had been just one or two people, I could have brushed it off as a joke, but when all three of them had the same reaction, I couldn't help feeling offended.

"What's wrong with it? Pineapple pizza is delicious."

"It's not about whether it's delicious or not. Don't you get tired of it? No matter how much you like something, wouldn't you get tired of eating this much of the same thing?"

"Until now... I haven't really experienced that."

She nodded as if she understood, but couldn't erase the sour expression from her face.
Seriously, pineapple pizza is delicious—why do people dislike it so much?

"If you actually develop a taste for it, there's no better pizza... What a shame."

"Taste or no taste, anyone would get tired of eating five pizzas of just pineapple."

The words "I don't" rose to the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them along with the pizza in my mouth.

"Look at that expression. You're really stubborn about the strangest things."

I guess I couldn't hide my expression.
Since my body became younger, I can't seem to hide my expressions well...

* * *

After a short two-hour meal and cleaning up, Ryu Hwa and Ha-Young started gathering their things.
It had just passed 4 PM, so it wasn't particularly late.

"Are you leaving already?"

"We should. You two must be tired after going into the Gate today."

"I don't feel that tired though..."

"Maybe not now. But entering a Gate is exhausting."

"We didn't really do much in there though."

This isn't just something I'm saying—we really didn't do much.

All we did was talk to a tree, listen to the Light Dragon's old stories, and receive a portion of the Gate Core to recover.

It wasn't even something we fought for—it felt more like going to grandma's house and saying "Grandma, can I have some candy?" and getting some candy...

"Still, we can't just sit around here forever. And if we don't get moving soon, we'll be caught in rush hour traffic."

"Ah..."

Since I always either ride in someone else's car or fly when I go places, I hadn't realized it was almost time for traffic jams.
Well, can't be helped then. I nodded, and she smiled brightly as she extended her hand to me.

Due to past memories, I flinched involuntarily, but seeing the small, white hand, I realized there was no need for that anymore and took Ha-Young's hand.

"I'm looking forward to working with you."

"Huh?"

What's with this sudden statement?
As I blinked at our hands shaking up and down, Ryu Hwa, who was coming from behind, said:

"Why are you pretending not to know? Don't you remember agreeing to join our office once your body was back to normal?"

"Half of this celebration party was for Sia's recovery, and the other half was to welcome our new employee. Don't tell me you didn't know?"

Those words reminded me of what Hyun had said when he set up his office.

—Would you consider joining our office and working with us?

It felt like an idol scout pitch, which I didn't like, and more importantly, I had declined because with my body in that condition, there wasn't much I could do at an office.

Could it be that he had been holding onto that all this time?
Surprised, I quickly turned to look at Hyun, who was finishing up the dishes, and he just blinked at me as if asking what was wrong.

"What? You said it yourself. That you would have considered it if your hands were fine. Now that they're fine, you can work with us, right?"

"Kuh..."

I can't argue since those were my own words!
As I struggled between gratitude and resistance, Ha-Young chuckled.

"I'm just kidding. It seemed weird to suddenly ask for a handshake, so I made up a reason. We weren't planning to force you to join the office."

"Besides, you working at our office would be problematic. Anyone can see it would violate child labor laws."

"What kind of bizarre joke..."

"This way I can legally touch Sia's hand."

Heheh, it's totally a baby hand, a baby hand.
She said that while fondling my hand.

"If you just asked, I would have let you touch my hand anyway..."

"I was worried you might feel uncomfortable because of all the trouble your hands have caused you."

She really has the strangest sense of consideration.
I smiled and offered my hand, and when Ryu Hwa also carefully asked, I gave her my other hand.

With both of them touching my hands from either side, it felt like I was getting a hand treatment.
After fiddling with my hands for a while, they seemed satisfied and left, saying they'd see us again soon, leaving just Hyun and me in the house.

"Sia."

"Why are you calling me like that? What, seeing this body after so long makes you excited?"

I joked with a smile, but Hyun approached with a serious expression.
Uh, I was just kidding, but is he serious? Ah... it might hurt in this body...

While I was worrying about that, Hyun carefully extended his hand to me.
Like nobles requesting a dance, with his palm facing upward.

"What? Did you just want to touch my hand too?"

"Yes."

"You touch other parts of me almost every day, why make such a fuss about hands..."

As I said that and placed my hand on his, Hyun flipped my hand over and placed a ring on my palm. In the process, I noticed an identical ring gleaming on his left ring finger.

It was a completely unexpected ring, but anyone who wasn't a fool could tell it was a promise ring.

"It's a bit late, and since your body has become younger, you'll have to wear it as a necklace rather than a ring. But I really wanted to give it to you on the day your hands returned to normal."

Hyun said that with a bright smile.
He didn't say anything more, but I could tell what he wanted to say.

After all, this guy and I are childhood friends.

"Ugh, you prepared something like this."

"So you don't like it?"

"Who said I don't like it?"

I smiled and clutched the ring tightly in my hand.

Ch.204 - Side Story) Summer, Summer, Summer (1)
Summer.
What comes to mind when you think of summer?

Sweet ice cream, beautiful emerald seas, creeks teeming with fish that tickle your toes, parks lush with greenery...
Melted ice pops, boiling asphalt, car hoods hot enough to fry eggs, humid and stifling heat, nights too hot for sleep, and that mercilessly scorching sun.

Summer brings many things to mind, but ultimately, it can be summed up in one word.

"So hot..."

Yes, that word is heat.
Some might wonder why a hikikomori who never leaves home would complain about the heat. But for a shut-in to enjoy a comfortable, happy summer, a few essential items are absolutely necessary.

Namely, an OTT service with thousands of movies, a computer, air conditioning, and a bed.
The most important among these isn't the OTT service, the computer, or even the bed—it's the air conditioning.

Without an OTT service, you can just watch TV. Without a computer, you can just sleep. Without a bed, you can just sleep on the floor. But without air conditioning, inside or outside, it's all the same hell.

The whole point of not going outside is to avoid the deadly heat, so what's the point if it's just as hot inside?
In that sense, I'm currently burning in hell while birds chirp and the sun shines brightly outside.

"I feel like I'm dying..."

Why, you ask?

"I called an AC technician, but they're busy because it's summer. They said they'll come tomorrow, so let's just hang in there until then."

Because the lifeline of summer—the air conditioner—is broken.
It's hot. Really. I feel like I'm dying. Help me.

"Nyaaaa... Hooooot..."

I melted down like gum stuck to asphalt.
Of course, people don't actually melt, but inside, I had already lost my human form and become some kind of amorphous blob.

That's how hot it is.
The noon news even reported record-breaking temperatures and warned about heatstroke.

As I lay sprawled on the floor making groaning sounds like "ungggg," Choi Hyun sighed deeply and said:

"Stop saying it's hot. If you stay still, you'll feel less hot."

"That's a liiiie..."

That old saying about feeling less hot if you don't move is all lies. When you stay still, you just melt away.
No, I'm feeling it right now! I swear, every joint in my body feels like it's melting!

I had a mountain of things I wanted to say, but lacking the energy to speak, I just mumbled to myself before finally managing one sentence.

"I'm a cold-blooded animal... I'll die if it's too hot..."

I won't actually die, but I really do suffer terribly in the heat. Because dragons are genuinely cold-blooded.
According to the Light Dragon, when you become a true dragon—commonly called a Dragon—you can disregard heat and cold. But I'm just a baby dragon. I don't know about that stuff. It's hot!

"Can't be helped... Want to go to the office then?"

"...No. Ryu Hwa is there... She's hot..."

Her ability is explosive, she herself is hot, and even her body temperature is high, so I don't like it.
That's why Ryu Hwa becomes my number one person to avoid in summer. Go to the office where Ryu Hwa is? Well...

Ah, it's not that I find her uncomfortable or dislike her. It's been three years since that incident.
And I've long since let go of any grudges or resentment toward Ryu Hwa.

The one thing I didn't expect was how close Ryu Hwa would get after we resolved our issues.

"If I go there, Ryu Hwa will hug me saying I'm cool..."

Ryu Hwa likes cute things more than expected.
No, she likes cute things way more than expected. It's a bit burdensome.

"Hmm... Then how about going to the beach?"

The beach. Flying over the cool ocean would feel nice, right? And I could legally see Hyun in a swimsuit too.
We could stay somewhere with an ocean view, grill meat, eat seafood...

It's not like I can do anything at home except rub my back against the least hot corner away from the sunlight, so wouldn't going to the beach be a hundred, no, a thousand times better?

*Maybe it wouldn't be so bad?*

With these conditions, it's not just "not bad"—I'd be a fool not to go!
While I was thinking this, Hyun got up from the sofa.

"You want to go, right?"

"How did you know?"

"Your wings are twitching like that. It would be weirder if I didn't notice."

Seeing Hyun's smirking face made me feel a bit embarrassed, so I cleared my throat with a "hmm-hmm" and got up.
Hyun patted my head and started gathering his things.
Though "things" just meant clothes to change into, underwear, and a swimsuit.

"There's less to pack than I thought."

"There's no need to bring everything. We can buy most things there anyway."

"They'll rip us off if we buy there. Are you okay with that?"

"Who cares? It's not like we're short on money, and we're going on vacation. If we worry about every little thing, it's not really a vacation, is it?"

That made sense, so I nodded and started packing my own things.
All I packed was clothes to change into and underwear... that was it.

"Come to think of it, I don't have a swimsuit?"

Neither of us are the type to go out taking pictures everywhere; we're more content just staying at home, so I hadn't even thought about it.

*The air conditioner was working fine last year and the year before.*

...Sigh, did it break because we didn't maintain it for two years?
Well, every summer we ran it 24 hours a day, day and night, without a single minute's rest, so it makes sense.

"I guess we need to buy a swimsuit before going to the beach then."

"Can't I just wear anything to go in the water? Like a t-shirt and pants?"

"Your underwear would show through."

"I won't wear any."

Hyun, who was about to say "ah," turned to look at me with an expression that said "what did I just hear?"
It was just a joke, but I could see I might get in trouble again, so I raised my hands in surrender.

"I'm kidding."

"Haah... Be careful. Don't get too relaxed just because you're with me. Sometimes remember that you're a woman."

I'm already well aware that I'm a woman.
I was about to say that when I suddenly looked at Hyun's face and grinned.

"Aaah, are you jealous? What is there to see on a little body like mine? Are you that insecure? Hm?"

I poked his side with my finger while giggling, and Hyun stared at me intently before wordlessly pulling me into a tight hug.

The pressure was almost suffocating as he pressed against my waist and back. My vision filled with Hyun's chest, and my nose with his scent, making me feel a bit dizzy.

Whether from the summer sun or Hyun's body heat, my body suddenly felt hot and my face flushed.
The rough, pounding sound of Hyun's heart—thump, thump—made me flinch as I dangled in his arms before he quietly set me down.

"Does that answer your question?"

I opened and closed my mouth before quietly nodding in response.
After that, I was too embarrassed to say anything, so I hurriedly packed my things and headed to the department store.

In the car on the way to the department store, I sat in the passenger seat with my feet up, wiggling my toes, when Hyun placed his hand on my thigh.

"Hyaah!?"

The moment that large hand touched my thigh, I involuntarily trembled and made a strange sound, turning to look at Hyun.
No matter what, this isn't the place for that, you crazy person...!
I was about to say that as I took a breath, when Hyun, without even looking at me, said:

"Put your legs down. You'll get hurt like that."

So it wasn't anything like that—he was just telling me to put my legs down.
I felt deflated suddenly and sighed deeply as I lowered my legs.
The excitement from earlier had disappeared, so I leaned back against the seat.

"I'm asking this now, but is it okay to go without any plans? It's peak season, so hotels and other accommodations will be fully booked."

"It's fine. Money can solve most problems."

"Since opening the office, you've become quite the believer in the almighty dollar."

"Pfft, that's right. But usually, even during peak season, hotels keep a suite or two vacant."

I guess that makes sense—they might keep rooms open for VIP guests.
But wait...

"How would you know about staying in hotel suites? During summer peak season, no less. Who did you go with that you booked a suite? Hm?"

I need to know this, if nothing else.
Hyun glanced at me briefly before looking ahead again with a smirk.

"What, are you jealous now?"

Seeing him throw my words right back at me, I frowned deeply. After thinking for a moment, when the car stopped at a red light, I grabbed his lower body firmly.

"Urk!?"

"Does that answer your question?"

"Ah, okay, okay! Noona told me, it was Noona!"

Wait, that's strange too.

"Why would Ha-Young unnie tell you about that?"

"Noona was talking about traveling as a couple and mentioned that VIP rooms are often available even during peak season."

"Hmm... If that's the case, fine."

I nodded and released my grip on his lower body.

"I almost died socially..."

"You like small ones anyway. You lolicon."

"I like you for who you are. Not because you're small."

I was listening absentmindedly when I suddenly shuddered.
Really... he comes at me from the strangest angles...

Ch.205 - Side Story) Summer Summer Summer (2)
The department store was quite crowded.

It was peak travel season and a weekend, plus the powerful air conditioning meant there were not only people shopping but also those who came just for window shopping.

Of course, it wasn't packed to the point of being crushed like a rush hour subway, but it wasn't spacious enough for me to comfortably spread my wings, so I had to keep them wrapped around my waist like a blanket.

"Isn't that uncomfortable?"

"It is. But what can I do? If I don't keep them like this, I'd be a public nuisance."

My wings are disgustingly large, probably for flying in the sky. How large? When fully spread, they're about three times the length of my arms.

If I spread them out just for my own comfort, I'd instantly become a human barricade. Huge wings—spread them and I'd attract way too much attention.

I once accidentally spread them on the street and the amount of attention I got... I was already drawing stares with my blonde hair and horns, but that time I thought I'd die of embarrassment.

"Wouldn't it be better to just fold them then?"

"That's true, but this is more comfortable for me. And if I fold them normally..."

I moved my wings to fold them normally. Since they were taller than me, the tips touched the ground.

"This happens."

"So that's why you wrap them around your waist."

"Exactly. Otherwise I'd have to keep them lifted with muscle tension, which is surprisingly hard. And since I have to consciously maintain that tension, if I get distracted, they just go limp."

"Hmm... that sounds like clenching your butt muscles."

The moment I heard that, I jabbed Hyun in the side without a moment's hesitation. Though I called it a jab, it was purely emotional and more like a punch.

"Oof!"

"Sigh... how do you always come up with such comparisons?"

The more annoying part was that his comparison wasn't entirely wrong. That made it even more vexing.

Hyun was groaning and clutching his side as if in serious pain.

"Ugh... hssss..."

If a foreigner saw Hyun, they might think he'd been shot in the side.

In the past, I might have worried that I'd used too much force and anxiously checked on him, but not anymore.

I know the difference between real pain and when he's just acting to tease me. I know exactly how much force to use to make it just hurt without causing damage.

Yet he's still groaning like this, which means he's just trying to mess with me.

I sighed deeply and strode forward, leaving behind Hyun who was still rubbing his side and groaning.

"You just stay there like that, Hyun. I'm going ahead."

Sure enough, the moment I walked away, he miraculously removed his hand from his side and followed me.

"Wow, I really thought you'd punched a hole in my side."

"Don't worry, I didn't stab you hard enough for that."

I shrugged, and Hyun made a sulky face.

"Come on, how can you not show any concern? That's too much."

In the past, I might have fallen for this completely.
But not anymore.

"Do you think I haven't seen you act before? If you want to fool me, try some variation. Your repertoire is always the same—do you think I'm stupid enough not to notice?"

"Is my acting that bad...?"

"Your acting is improving, but your repertoire is always the same. What comes after A?"

"B, of course."

"That's it. You always start the same act, how could I fall for it? You're not even trying. Not even trying."

Hyun let out an "Oh..." of admiration, making me snicker.
What's with that "oh"?

We continued joking around as usual while making our way to the swimwear section.
Naturally, the swimwear section was also crowded, filled with couples preparing for their vacations.

"Oppa, how's this one?"

"Oh, that's nice!"

"Hmm... then how about this?"

"That's nice too!"

"Pick just one. Okay?"

"But I like both of them."

The woman was looking at various swimsuits and asking which one looked better, while the man had already reached a state of zen, becoming an infinite yes-man.

I wondered if it was just this closest couple, but the other couples were in similar situations.
Occasionally there were cases where the man was choosing swimwear and the woman looked like a zombie with her spirit drained, but anyway, that's how it was.

"It's crowded."

"Yeah... should we go to the children's section first?"

I quietly raised my fist as he looked at me, and Hyun immediately surrendered.

"Isn't it justified self-defense to counter factual violence?"

Remember, my fist, now returned to human form, hits very hard.
Conveying that meaning, I did some shadow boxing with "swoosh, swoosh" sounds, and Hyun laughed while patting my head.

"I'm just kidding."

I smiled bitterly and shook my head at Hyun's words.

"I know you're not kidding. To find swimwear that fits this body, children's sizes would be appropriate. But children's swimwear usually covers the whole body, right? Like those tight-fitting clothes. You know what I mean?"

"Like rash guards?"

"Something like that. But... I can't wear those because of my wings."

I lightly moved my wings as I spoke, and Hyun nodded.

"You're right, most swimsuits wouldn't work with your wings."

"Are there children's swimsuits with open backs? If there are, we could go that route."

"I don't know... would they have those? They're made for children after all, would they make such things?"

"They might, right? Let's look around here first, and if we don't find anything, we can check the children's section. We'll find something. Worst case, I'll just swim in a T-shirt."

We pushed through the couples, and with our arrival, their attention briefly turned to us.
Naturally, their eyes widened at the appearance of Hyun, a celebrity in his own right.
Fortunately, either because they were well-mannered or because they were with their partners, no one approached us.

"As expected of a celebrity."

"Maybe a hat and sunglasses weren't enough? If you'd worn a mask too—"

"I'd have been suspected as a criminal and stopped for questioning. That would have drawn much more attention, right?"

I giggled and started looking at various swimsuits.
Unfortunately, finding a swimsuit in my size among the regular ones was like finding a needle in a desert.
I thought there might be something that fit since I'd grown a bit taller in the last three years... but reality wasn't so kind.

"Nothing fits my size..."

"Well, what can we do? All the swimsuits here are made for adults."

"I am an adult. If we're just going by age, I could be called an auntie without complaint."

"But your body is like a child's."

"Th-that's true."

I almost reflexively made an inappropriate joke at Hyun's comment, but I managed to hold back.
If my brain filter hadn't worked just then, that one comment would have sent Hyun straight to hell.

I breathed an internal sigh of relief and looked at other swimsuits.
Still, nothing fit my body.

I didn't try them on, but just holding them against my clothes was enough to tell.
Of course, I could wear them if I had to—if putting something on your body counts as wearing it.

"If I still had my pre-shrinking body, I could have worn anything, tsk..."

It might sound like I'm bragging, but... back then I was really well-proportioned overall, so anything would have looked good on me.

"But now..."

I sighed deeply, looking at my flat chest and limbs that had good proportions but couldn't be called long by any means.
Hyun gently patted my head.

"You'll grow back soon."

"You think so?"

I was about to suggest going to the children's section when a particular swimsuit caught my eye.
Could I wear that one? The color wasn't too eye-catching, just black... After a moment's consideration, I walked over and picked up the swimsuit.

"Hey, how about this?"

"Well..."

Hyun, who had been looking at men's swimwear, turned toward me and froze.
In my hand was a black string bikini.

"I could adjust the strings to make this fit, right? And the back is completely open, so my wings would be comfortable too."

"No..."

What's this, it's getting chilly. Did they turn up the air conditioning?
I rubbed my arms and held the bikini against my body.
The coverage area was a bit small, but it was enough to cover my body.

"Hey."

"What? Is the coverage too small? Compared to others, it doesn't seem that small... Or should we try a different color? Would white be better? Hmm, my skin is too pale, so it probably wouldn't look good. What do you think?"

"No, you idiot. Look at the stares around us..."

At his words, I put the swimsuit back and looked around.
The nearby couple was debating whether to call the police, and the store clerk was giving Hyun an indescribable look.

After thinking for a moment, I shrugged.

"What's the big deal? I'm thirty-one years old now."

The stares that had been directed at Hyun now shifted to me.
What? I didn't lie.

"Let's just buy something quickly and get out of here..."

At Hyun's sincere plea, we ended up purchasing the string bikini I had chosen.
Oh, and since it might not fit my body either, we went to the children's section and bought another swimsuit as well.

Surprisingly, they did have children's bikinis. I was shocked.

Ch.206 - Side Story) Summer, Summer, Summer (3)
After getting our swimsuits, we headed straight to the beach.
As expected, the road to the beach was incredibly congested.
I was worried we might arrive late at night, but somehow we managed to get there before sunset.

Whoosh—the refreshing sound of waves and the dazzling deep blue sea.
Plus a vast sky without a single cloud.

"Now I understand why people say just looking at the ocean makes you feel cooler."

"Of course you feel cool when you're looking at it from in front of the air conditioner."

I frowned at the mood-killing comment from beside me and turned around.
Hyun had already turned his back, perhaps feeling guilty after saying it.

"You always have to add unnecessary comments."

"Who was it that wanted to check into the hotel first because it was too hot the moment we got out of the car?"

"Ahem..."

I had nothing to say to that, so I cleared my throat and avoided eye contact.
But seriously, I almost got steamed alive when we got out of the car...
The air near the beach was even more humid and hotter than elsewhere, so I couldn't help it.

"It really is hot, though."

"True. So, are you going to stay cooped up in the hotel because it's hot?"

"Of course I'm going out. We came all this way, and I'd hate to waste the swimsuit I bought if we don't go because it's hot."

"Why wouldn't you be able to use the swimsuit?"

"Huh?"

I blinked for a moment, wondering what Hyun was talking about.
Oh, wait. When I realized what he meant, my face flushed with heat.
My face must have turned bright red.

"You crazy bastard...! Is that all you have in your head!?"

I was so indignant that I tried to punch him in the side, but Hyun blocked my fist while chuckling, ruffled my hair roughly, and left the room ahead of me.

"I'll go ahead, so take your time coming out."

After Hyun left, I stared at the door and sighed deeply, pressing my forehead.
I hate how my heart still flutters even in situations like this...

I shook my head and tried on the black bikini I bought at the department store first.
Naturally, when I tightened the back straps to fit my size, it looked absolutely ridiculous.

If I went out like this, Hyun would probably get arrested just for walking around with me.
It barely covered the essentials... actually, could this even be considered covering anything?

"...I thought it would work, but this won't do."

I sighed deeply and changed into the children's bikini instead.
It's a blow to my pride, but it fit perfectly, which was truly surprising.

"Sigh... I want to grow up quickly too."

Since receiving a portion of the Gate Core and rejuvenating, I've only been molting once a year.
While it's nice not to go through that painful process more than once a year, my growth has slowed down considerably...

"I wonder how long it will take to get to a size similar to Hyun's like before..."

By the time I'm fully grown, Hyun will probably be a wrinkled old man.
When that thought crossed my mind, I unconsciously held my breath.

...No. What am I thinking about while on vacation?
With a bitter smile, I patted my cheeks and put clothes on over my swimsuit before heading out.

"How's the new swimsuit?"

"The black one didn't fit. So I just wore the second one we bought."

"See? I told you it wouldn't fit. It's still too early for you."

"You're right. Painfully right."

I lightly hit Hyun's stomach with the back of my hand and giggled as we headed toward the beach.
Well, "headed toward" just meant leaving the hotel and crossing one crosswalk.

"I guess we should change clothes first?"

"I'm already wearing my swimsuit underneath, so I just need to take off my clothes. I'll just take them off here."

As I was about to remove my clothes without thinking much of it, Hyun covered my body with a large towel he pulled out from somewhere.

"Use this to cover yourself while changing."

"What's the big deal? No one's watching. And there's nothing to see anyway."

"Don't you have any shame in the strangest situations?"

"You know you're the only one having weird thoughts about me, right?"

I said with a smirk, and Hyun sighed deeply, seemingly at a loss for words.
Finding his reaction quite funny, I giggled as I took off my clothes and removed the towel.

"It suits you well."

"Really? That's good. I was worried it might be too flashy."

"Who cares? You're more dazzling than any swimsuit."

What kind of compliment is that?
I smiled and took off my slippers to step onto the sand.

The soft sand that gently supported my weight and tickled between my toes... was quite hot.
If I weren't who I am, it would have been too hot to stand properly.

"It's hotter than I expected."

"Really? If you're saying that, it must be really hot. No wonder there aren't many people around here."

As Hyun said, whether because the entire beach was hotel property or because the sand was too hot, there weren't many people nearby.

It felt almost like we had the place to ourselves, which made my heart flutter a bit.
I was humming without even realizing it.
While I was looking around and humming, Hyun set up a large parasol and sun bed nearby.

"Hey, where did you get that? We didn't bring anything like that."

"I asked at the hotel front desk, and they said we could rent it."

"Maybe because it's a beachfront hotel? They have everything. That's cool."

I nodded and was about to enter the water when Hyun, who had finished setting up, tapped my shoulder.
I looked at him, wondering what he wanted, and Hyun grinned.

*This guy always does something weird when he makes that expression.*

"Hey, want to do that?"

As expected, my fluttering heart immediately cooled at his sudden strange suggestion.
I'm not joking—it's practically routine for Hyun to say something ridiculous at moments like this.

"You're going to do something weird again."

"It's not weird this time, really. You know, that thing they do in manga and anime. The 'It's the sea~!' thing. Let's do that."

"How old are we to be doing something like that? Are you serious?"

"There aren't many people, and we came all this way. So, are you not going to do it? I'll do it with you."

"...Who said I wouldn't?"

Actually, I did want to do it a little.
Pretending to be in an anime at the age of thirty—it's embarrassing, but how could I resist?

Trying hard to suppress my twitching lips that wanted to smile, I found a spot where there weren't many people and looked around.
No one would see us here. With that thought, I looked at Hyun.

"Ready?"

"Of course."

"We'll do it on three? One, two, three!"

After counting down, I flapped my wings slightly and jumped up.
The cool breeze that felt nothing like a summer sea breeze, the bright sunlight... and the sense of freedom.

"It's the sea~!"

I must have been more excited than I realized because my voice came out louder than expected, but who cares? I wasn't doing it alone!
I landed with a carefree laugh and stretched, looking to the side, but no one was there.

"..."

Ah, I've been tricked again. With that thought, I turned around to see Hyun filming me with a camera, looking pleased.

"Didn't you say we'd do it together...?"

"Come on, I'm too old for that kind of thing."

"Haha, you creative bastard. Who are you talking about age with? Don't you know we're the same age?"

"But you look young on the outside, so it's fine for you."

We looked at each other, laughing for a moment.
Then I fully spread my wings and charged toward Hyun.

"Waaah! Wait! Let me put the camera down first!"

"No way, you bastard! Take this!!"

Hyun threw the camera onto the pile of clothes, and I hugged him and flew up into the sky.
It wasn't particularly to enjoy the romance of flying over the summer sea.

"Hey, you're not going to drop me from here, are you?"

"If you're jealous, you should learn to fly too."

I said with a grin and then flipped 180 degrees, diving straight down toward the sea.
Of course, since he could really get hurt, I changed direction just before landing, throwing him in a curved trajectory.

"Puha! Hahaha! Hey! Do it one more time!"

"No way!"

He's trying to use me as a water slide!
Anyway, since it was all in good fun, we laughed it off and started playing in the sea.
You might wonder what two people can do for fun, but it was simple.

We splashed water at each other until one of us fell first.

"Hey! Using your wings is—pfft! Using wings is cheating!!"

"The wings are part of me!?"

Or like before, I'd fly up into the sky and perform aerobatics before diving...

Wheeeeee!!!

"You there!! No dangerous pranks!!"

"Yes, sorry!"

It was a bit strange that this was considered a "dangerous prank."
Other than that, we raced to see who could reach a target first.

"Wait, it's not fair to jump up and fly low in the middle of a swimming race!"

Hyun complained seriously because there was a bet on the line, but I just shrugged.

"Haven't you heard of flying fish? They fly too. I was just imitating them."

"Wow... Really? No matter what, that's not right."

"Are you being petty because you lost? Hyun, that's really ugly."

I was confident I could crush him with logic.
We played so hard that before we knew it, the sun had set.

We played without even noticing the sunset or feeling hungry.
After playing like crazy, we returned to the hotel room.

We ate dinner and played to our heart's content.
While the sunlight didn't tan my skin, Hyun's had darkened considerably.

"...Hey."

"Yeah?"

"Want to see me in that black swimsuit from earlier?"

Of course, it was still too early to sleep.

Ch.207 - Side Story) Summer Night (1)
There's a famous line from an old animation that goes something like, "It's not underwear, so I'm not embarrassed."

I haven't actually seen the anime myself, but the quote became so famous it turned into a meme, which is how I know about it. Anyway, the reason I'm bringing this up out of nowhere is because...

*Shit... what's not supposed to be embarrassing?*

Looking at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, my face had turned bright red without me even realizing it.
Do I really have to go out like this? I mean, I did say I'd show him, but going out in this state...

No, a promise is a promise. If I back out now after suggesting it myself, what would that make me? Besides, we've already seen everything there is to see of each other, and we've done much more embarrassing things, so what's the big deal about showing off a swimsuit?

I tried to hypnotize myself with these thoughts, but it only worked while my eyes were closed. The moment I opened them again and saw my reflection with just the bare essentials covered, my self-hypnosis shattered completely.

"Ugh..."

Didn't I already show enough in a bikini at the beach?
Well, that was different—I wore it for swimming, it was a children's bikini, and it definitely didn't have this kind of provocative feel. It was bright and innocent.

In contrast, the bikini I'm wearing now wasn't prepared for swimming but for one specific person.
It's still for "playing," but not in that sense—in a different sense.
It's designed for an adult, not a child, so it's completely different from what I wore at the beach...

"Haah..."

I kept rubbing my face, trying to collect myself, but even after rubbing until my face was flushed, I couldn't find the courage to leave the bathroom in this outfit.

It should be as simple as closing my eyes once and walking out, but that wasn't easy. As my legs trembled, I noticed Hyun's black shirt that he had worn at the beach.

*Oh, that. I put it in the bathroom to wash because of the salt.*

At that moment, lightning struck in my brain.
This could work...

I immediately put Hyun's shirt in the sink and scrubbed it thoroughly as if doing laundry.
After confirming most of the salt was gone, I hung the shirt on the towel rack, wrung out the water, and used the weakest flame to dry it.

Fire is fire, so in just a few minutes, the damp shirt dried enough that it wouldn't feel uncomfortable to wear.
It was so big that the sleeves covered my hands completely. After adjusting them, I checked the mirror again.
"Perfect."

My reflection showed nothing more than me wearing Hyun's shirt.
Right, I just need to take it off briefly when I show him the swimsuit.

With that thought, I felt embarrassed again, but it was much less uncomfortable than trying to go out wearing only the swimsuit.
Nodding with satisfaction, I opened the bathroom door.

Not even thinking about how my back looked in the mirror.

* * *

Fifteen minutes since Sia went into the bathroom.
She said she'd show me her new swimsuit, but she showed no signs of coming out.

*She's probably looking in the mirror and feeling too embarrassed to come out.*

She suggested it herself, but when I agreed, her eyes widened and her face turned red—isn't she just too cute?
Just thinking about it made my lower body react, and I covered my face with my hands, sighing.

*Control yourself...*

I'm not some animal in heat—it's a bit much to react just from this.
I'm supposed to be a Hero; I shouldn't be swayed by something like this.

With my eyes closed, I was mentally reciting the national anthem from the first verse to the fourth when suddenly I heard water running from the bathroom.
That wasn't all—there was splashing, swishing... At first, I wasn't sure what it was, but as I listened, I got a feeling.

*Laundry?*

She went in to change clothes and suddenly started doing laundry?
I did leave my shirt in the bathroom to wash since I wore it at the beach, but why now?

Countless hypotheses ran through my mind, but none seemed to fit.
Except for one.

*Is she planning to come out wearing my shirt?*

Bikini, shirt.
The moment that thought connected, the beast of instinct that had been buried under the rock of reason began to rampage wildly.

To be honest, at this point, it shouldn't be anything new.
I'm a retired Hero who now works as a freelancer with flexible hours, and I'm married to Sia.

In that situation, why would such a simple event make my reason hang by a thread?
...Actually, it is special. The truth is, when Sia has sex, it's just sex. She doesn't often do anything beyond that.

—"It's e-embarrassing, you crazy bastard!!"
—"You want me to use my feet again...? You're such a pervert... Fine..."
—"You asshole, I told you not to smell—hieuk!?"

Of course, if I ask two or three times, she pretends she can't refuse and does it anyway.
But that's not the point.

She might do physical things, but she never does any kind of mental event.
If I ask her to wear slightly revealing underwear, she'll burn it on the spot, and naturally, I can't even dream of cat ears or tail costumes.

—"I've really seen all kinds of perverts. Am I not enough for you?"

Of course, Sia is cute as she is, but how can a person always eat the same thing?
So I asked for those kinds of events, and each time I was rejected...

*Suddenly, an event like this...*

To be honest, I'm extremely excited. Yes, I admit it. I'm a pervert, but only when it comes to Sia.
So hurry up and come out, while my reason is still holding on!

I looked up at the sound of the bathroom door opening with a click.
As expected, Sia was wearing the black shirt I had worn at the beach.

Of course, since she was wearing a bikini underneath, she wasn't wearing anything else—just the shirt.
The classic "boyfriend shirt."

She was so cute walking out hesitantly with her face bright red.
She was so cute glancing at me repeatedly, embarrassed despite choosing to wear it herself.

But I held back. I needed to leave a good impression now so she might do similar events in the future.

"You took longer than I expected."

"Yeah... um, a little. I got delayed while changing."

Sia seemed to realize her words sounded strange, so she cleared her throat and slightly averted her eyes.
Even that was so cute that I almost jumped up, but I held back and slightly bent my waist.

"So, how well does it suit you that you had to wrap yourself up in my shirt before coming out?"

"Ah."

When I asked with a light smile, Sia let out a sigh, widened her eyes, and then wiggled her toes.
Wondering what she was going to do, I stared at her, and when our eyes met, Sia extended her palm toward me.

"Wait, just look away for a moment. This is seriously too much pressure."

"Aren't you raising expectations too high?"

"Oh, just shut up for a bit!"

"Okay, okay."

How can even her irritation be cute? Is this what they call love blindness?
I closed my eyes with a bitter internal smile, and I heard the buttons being undone: tok, tok.

The room was already quiet, so even the sound of buttons being undone came across as stimulating, pounding my heart.
It's funny to say this now, but my heart was pounding as much as when Sia and I had our first experience, to the point where my breath trembled.

I wondered what Sia would look like when I opened my eyes.
I had an idea since we bought the swimsuit together, but my heart was still racing.

"Y-you can o-open your eyes now..."

I opened my eyes the moment I heard the trembling voice giving permission.
There she was with a flushed face, timidly lifting the fully unbuttoned shirt.

"W-what do you think...?"

To be honest, I felt like my reason was about to snap.
But I needed to make this a good memory. Yes, work hard, my reason.

"I'm so fucking turned on."

In truth, Hyun's reason had already snapped long ago.

* * *

"I'm so fucking turned on."

It was a primal and intense statement.
That single sentence pierced through me.

Normally, I would have been embarrassed and said something like "what kind of perverted comment is that," but the sincerity in those words hit me so strongly that I couldn't say anything in response.

No, it wasn't just the sincerity from Hyun's mouth that was overwhelming.
His pants, bulging to the point where I worried they might burst, his manhood throbbing and flaunting its presence—that's what left me speechless.

"Ah, um..."

If I thought about it, this was something I'd seen many times before. It should be familiar enough by now, but I hadn't expected him to like it this much, so I didn't know how to respond.

*He's been begging for this kind of thing all the time...*

When I think about it that way, his reaction isn't... strange, is it?
My heart was pounding, and no matter how many times I swallowed, my throat felt dry, and my mouth seemed to be getting parched.

"Yu Sia."

"Huh?"

While my mind was elsewhere, Hyun had approached and wrapped his thick arm around my waist.

With that simple action, my already hammering heart began to beat as if it might burst, and when Hyun held me tight and I heard his heartbeat, I realized I wasn't the only one feeling this way.

Thump-thump, no—boom-boom would be more accurate to describe the rough heartbeat, and with each throb of his manhood against my thigh, my body began to heat up on its own.

"...Are we doing it right now?"

"Yes, right now."

"Mmm..."

Hot, humid, and rough breathing brushed against my ear.
I unconsciously shrank back, and Hyun picked me up and gently placed me on the bed.

Hyun, who climbed on top of me, seemed to have half-lost his reason as he stared at me with slightly unfocused eyes.
It's a bit mean to say this, but he looked just like a puppy staring at its food with pitiful eyes.

"Do you want to?"

Seeing him nod without answering, I felt a strange flame that couldn't be described in words rising in my chest.

That desperate gaze, those eyes that thought only of me without anything else...
...Yes, it was too lovable.

I smiled hazily and slowly moved my foot to rest it gently on the tip of Hyun's manhood.
Each time it twitched and moved, touching my foot, it felt like a ball of fire.

"Should I use my feet...?"

Again, Hyun just nodded.
He really is a pervert...

"Heheh..."

I smiled brightly and slipped my foot into Hyun's pants.





Ch.208 - Side Story) Summer Night (2)
After Hyun took off his pants and lay on the bed, I sat between his legs and gently placed my foot on his erection, which looked ready to burst.

Just from the touch of my foot, or perhaps because he was too excited, pre-cum immediately began leaking from his member.

Honestly, his reaction was almost boringly quick.
Just touching him with my foot and he's already like this? How much does he really like feet...

"You really do like feet, huh?"

"I do. Especially because they're yours."

"...That doesn't make me happy at all."

I snorted and positioned both my feet together to hold his throbbing member between them. I tucked my hair behind my ear and extended my tongue to wrap around it.

"Ugh..."

He must have washed when we got back to the hotel room, but it still tasted a bit salty.
Probably from the pre-cum earlier.

"Haah... hoo..."

I closed my eyes and felt Hyun's member with my tongue.
From the pulsing veins that twitched with each movement, to the head that was much hotter than the rest, and the slightly indented area beneath it.

The endless flow of sticky, slightly salty, somewhat fishy pre-cum from the tip.
I savored Hyun's member with my tongue, carefully caressing what would soon be inside me.

Moving my tongue slowly to coat the entire shaft without swallowing my saliva, I opened my eyes when I felt the tip of my tongue touch his hair.
Hyun's member, completely wrapped in my tongue, was glistening as if oiled.

This should be enough to use my feet without hurting him.
I leaned back slightly, placed my left foot on Hyun's lower abdomen, supported his member with the top of my foot, and began using my feet in earnest.

"I'm starting now."

Beginning by gently pressing down with my slippery sole, I moved my foot up and down, stroking his member.
Each time his tip emerged between my toes, it made sticky, squelching sounds.

"Hng, keuuk...!"

Even the mighty S-Class Hero couldn't resist pleasure, it seemed. Every time I rubbed his tip with my sole, his hips twitched and he exhaled rough breaths.

This might sound a bit perverted, but...
Honestly, it was kind of cute.

"Pfft, why are you making that face? Does it hurt? Hmm?"

"It's g-good...! Don't—ungh!"

"It feels good? Should I do it harder? Like this?"

I wrapped my left foot around his member too, joining the right one.

I moved my feet while pressing down almost to the point of crushing his member against his lower abdomen, but apparently it didn't hurt at all as he trembled and let out muffled moans.

*Is this really that pleasurable...?*

That thought barely had time to form.
Feeling something rising through his member beneath my soles, I moved my feet more vigorously.

"Kuuuk...! Kuh, pf...! Pfuh...! Nnngh!"

"Wow... seriously..."

What volume, no, how much is he releasing...? Did my feet feel that good?
It was an astonishing amount that surprised even me. His lower abdomen and my feet were completely covered in his fluid.
It even splashed up to his chest.

Really, really impressive. If I were a man, I'd be jealous.
No, I wouldn't even feel jealous. His size would put even the most well-endowed men to shame, so how could I be jealous?
You can't feel jealous of someone in a completely different league.

Inwardly laughing bitterly, I smirked at Hyun who was sprawled out catching his breath.
How cute. Just a little foot play and he's panting like that.

"Was it that good?"

"Yeah... fucking amazing..."

"Really? But we're not done yet, right?"

Chuckling provocatively, I tapped his member with my toes, and Hyun sat up with a flushed face.
Yes, now it begins. That thick, huge thing will be inside me.
Before, I used to tremble with fear at the thought of taking it, thinking I might break or even die, but honestly now...

*I guess I've become quite the pervert too.*

Just imagining being impaled by Hyun's member made my lower abdomen tighten and the area between my thighs grow wet. I swallowed hard.

"Just lie still for a moment. I need to clean up first."

"Ah... wait, let me get some tissues."

As Hyun turned to the side, I gently pressed his testicles with my heel.

"Ugh!?"

"Didn't you hear me? I said lie still for a moment."

"What? You're not going to..."

Seeing Hyun's wide-eyed expression, I smiled and licked the fluid covering my feet.
It filled my mouth completely, so I swallowed once and then lowered myself between Hyun's legs.

His member, completely covered in white fluid, filled my vision.
Its smell, shape, everything made me dizzy.

"Ahh..."

Sticking out my tongue while staring at Hyun's member...
I took it into my mouth.

The fishy smell that felt like it might make my nose fall off, the slightly disgusting fishy taste. Plus the slippery, sticky texture.
If someone offered it as food, I'd want to smash their head, but strangely, I didn't want to spit it out.
My vision spun, my mind grew hazy, and all I could think about was Hyun's member filling my sight.

"Slurp... ugh, sluuurp... hm... ugh...! Mmm. Chuup..."

"Kuh...! Hruak...!"

His member, slightly softened after ejaculating once, began to regain its strength.
I struggled to swallow the fluid filling my mouth. Something felt missing.
Something more...

"Mmm."

Ah, really. Am I truly going crazy?
But I still can't resist.

"Ah?"

I tapped Hyun's leg, and he raised just his head to look down at me.
When I looked up at him, the female instinct that had settled within me screamed.

*Conquer me.*

With his member in my mouth, I smiled hazily and tapped my horns with my hand.
With a grip, Hyun's thick hand grabbed my horn, and simultaneously his member forced my tongue aside and invaded my throat.

This isn't right. It shouldn't go in any further.

My body protested with a gag reflex, but an even more base pleasure made me wrap my arms around Hyun's waist instead of pushing him away.

"Ugh...! Guok...! Kuk, keup...! Chubuup!"

Perverted, obscene, and vulgar sounds filled the room.
The fishy smell of semen filled my nostrils, and my mind was consumed with thoughts of his member.
In contrast, my body, with its airway blocked, desperately tried to push out Hyun's member by tightening my throat in a frantic attempt to breathe.

"What a tight...! Kwiik, I'm coming...!!"

"Uguup...!"

Gulp, gulp, gulp...!

I frantically swallowed the fluid pouring into my stomach.
The ejaculation that continued for a while ended as my vision grew blurry, and Hyun grabbed my horn and pulled out his member.
Yes, literally pulled it out.

"Uoeeek...! Keuuk..."

I buried my face between Hyun's thighs and vomited the semen that had filled my stomach.
Because my body is small... Really, I can't even handle this much...

Even as my vision blurred, I was still having these thoughts...
With a bitter smile as I caught my breath, Hyun lifted me up and laid me straight on the bed.

"Now it's my turn."

"Can I... rest for a moment... before we continue...?"

I pleaded while catching my breath, but Hyun's expression said it all.
Seeing his softly burning eyes, I instinctively understood. Ah, that's not possible. Now it's my turn to be taken.

"Alright, go ahead..."

At times like this, I should just give in. It's not bad for me anyway.
While I was thinking this, Hyun slowly inserted his hand between my legs.

"Haanh..."

As his slightly cold hand touched my heated body, a strange sound escaped me without warning.
It was ticklish, a bit embarrassing, but strangely pleasurable.

That was just the beginning.
Hyun reached out to gently rub my chest and pinched my nipple.

"Ungh...!"

It hurt a little, but this too was strangely pleasurable.
At the same time, he kissed the inside of my thighs with soft smacks as he lowered his body, burying his face between my legs and kissing my womanhood.

"Huh!?"

Normally I would have scolded him, called him a pervert, but now I simply couldn't.
I didn't have the composure for that.

"Hm, ahh...! T-tongue...!"

He pressed his tongue firmly against me, then tapped the most sensitive part with the tip of his tongue.
He sucked gently like on a nipple, then bit lightly.

"Higuuh!?"

The electrifying pleasure made my hips jump involuntarily.
Hyun firmly held my hips and licked my womanhood wildly.

I covered my mouth tightly with both hands against the overwhelming pleasure.
My buttocks tensed naturally, making my legs tremble.

"Mmph... hmph...! Nnngh...!!"

Licking, rubbing with his thumb, probing with his fingers while fondling my chest...
Every erogenous zone below my neck was at Hyun's mercy.

At some point, my heart began to race madly, and it felt like my brain and heart had switched places.
With the thudding heartbeat in my ears and the electric sensation rising from below my waist, I squeezed my eyes shut.

"Hng, hik...! Kyahiik...! Ahiik...!"

"Chuup..."

Then, when Hyun kissed my womanhood once more.
Lightning flashed before my eyes as my hips thrust upward and my legs spread wide.

"Hruuk, hawiik...! Euguiik...! Keuuuiik...!!"

Chik, chiiiik...!
With some unknown fluid gushing out, the world spun around me and then, click. Everything went dark.





Ch.209 - Side Story) Summer Night (3)
I flinched.
Wait... when did I fall asleep?

"Are you okay?"

I blinked as I looked up at Choi Hyun staring down at me with a worried expression.
No, I didn't fall asleep—I passed out. Of course, we just started, so I wouldn't suddenly fall asleep.

I wonder if it felt so good that I actually passed out... or am I just that sensitive?
After pondering for a moment, I noticed Hyun's expression darkening, so I smiled and stretched out my arms.

"I'm fine. I just passed out because it felt good. It happened once before, remember? I even passed out while you were inside me, and you didn't even care—you just kept thrusting away with your face buried in my feet."

"That's not... I didn't know you had passed out then."

"Oh, so you were in a state where you'd lost all reason? With someone as small as I was back then? You pedophile."

I giggled as I wrapped my arms around Hyun's neck and pulled him toward me.
He embraced me obediently and let out a deep sigh.

"I'm not a pedophile. The person I love just happened to be young."

Did I hear that right?
I replayed what I'd just heard in my mind, and I definitely hadn't misheard.

"Ahahahaha! You crazy bastard, seriously. Kukukuk...! Puhahah! Haaa... Pfft..."

"Is that really so funny?"

"It's hilarious. I never thought I'd live to see the day you'd say something like that."

After giggling for a while, I smiled and cupped Hyun's cheek with my hand.
It was something I couldn't have imagined doing before, but now I could do it freely.

Feeling the warmth in my palm, I caressed Hyun's face before pulling him toward me for a light kiss.

"Chu—♥"

A bird kiss, like one between first loves, with just our lips briefly touching.
But even that was enough to make my body heat up again.

What had been an innocent kiss just moments ago transformed into a deep, passionate one.
We intertwined our tongues and exchanged saliva, sharing not just love but lust.

"Chuuup... Chup. Pahaa... Just a little, more..."

"You really love kissing now, even though you used to hate it so much."

"Back then... I don't know. Whatever, just hurry up and kiss me... Mmm..."

I closed my eyes and kissed him. We continued until tears welled up from lack of breath.
After kissing for a long time, I flinched when something hot touched my lower abdomen with a thud.

"Puhaa... Huh?"

Looking down, I saw Hyun's erection standing stiffly, almost creating a sense of pressure.
Wait, how did I not notice it had gotten this big?

"What? When did it get this hard?"

"It's been like this the whole time I was holding you."

"Don't tell me you were tensing your waist this whole time to hide it?"

"Well, the mood was nice."

"That's so like you."

He doesn't need to be considerate about things like this.
Muttering that, I spread my pussy with both hands.

I could feel the sticky fluid and hot sensation on my fingertips.
I really was incredibly aroused. Realizing this made me a bit embarrassed, but I thought it was silly to feel shy at this point, so I playfully wiggled my hips.

Please give me your cock, please put your cock in my soaking wet pussy.
It was an incredibly vulgar courtship, but one that works extremely well on men.
Feeling Cooper's fluid dripping from the tip of Hyun's cock onto my pussy, I said:

"So, do you think you can do it in this mood?"

Instead of answering, Hyun responded by pressing his cock against my pussy.
Every time I join bodies with Hyun, I think the same thing—I can never get used to that insanely large cock no matter how many times I see it.
What's even more unbelievable is...

Squelch...

"Nnnggghhh...!"

That my body can take in that insane size.
Before, only half would go in, but after doing it repeatedly, my body must have adapted because now more than half can fit.

Of course, it still hurts when that stupidly large cock forces its way in, so I bit down hard on my teeth and gripped the blanket tightly as his cock pushed endlessly against my vaginal walls.

"Is... it all in...?"

"A little more to go."

I felt a foreign sensation of fullness in my stomach and a dull ache in my lower body.
I could barely breathe, let alone move properly, just from him inserting it.
Of course, along with the pain, there was also an indescribable pleasure that made it bearable.

"Hnngg... Phew..."

As I caught my breath and adjusted to the cock inside me, Hyun held me tight.

"It feels good just being inside."

Despite his words, his voice lacked composure.
No matter how good sex is, how could it feel good just staying still?

I exhaled lightly and whispered in Hyun's ear.

"It's okay, you can move. You know I'm tough."

That seemed to flip his switch, as his cock grew even larger inside me.
I gasped as Hyun began to move his hips.

Squelch...

My pussy, already in female mode, clung to Hyun's cock as if unwilling to let it go.
It felt like my pussy might get pulled out rather than his cock.

"Ooohk...!"

"Kugh... Seriously, what a grip...!"

After pulling out about halfway, Hyun couldn't pull out any further and pushed his cock back in.
The impact of his cock knocking against my cervix took my breath away.

"Oyuk...!? Kuh...!"

That was just the beginning.
The moment my pussy relaxed in surprise from the sudden pounding against my cervix, Hyun began moving his hips in earnest.

Squelch, squelch, squelch, plop.

Each time his cock withdrew, it went deeper; each time it reentered, it was stronger.
My pussy, having surrendered to Hyun's extreme cock, changed its shape to please the male before it.

"Ungh...! Ugh! Kheuk. Huah...!"

"Does it feel good?"

I was barely able to catch my breath, and he was asking something so obvious. I bit my lip hard and nodded.
As he kept poking my pussy, Hyun put his thumb in my mouth.

"Hae...?"

"Tell me with words. Does it feel good?"

Really, he's so gentle normally, but at times like this...!
As I frowned while panting, Hyun pushed his cock in to the base.

"Haueee...!!"

"Hmm, now you're taking it all the way to the base...?"

I wanted to clench my teeth, but Hyun's thumb in my mouth prevented me from closing it.
The cock pushing against my cervix as he rotated his hips made lightning flash in my mind.

"Kaheu, aeueouk...! Ja-hi...! Hae-jeo-eo...! Ja-geu, ja-geu ma-ga-jeo-heo...!"

"Want me to pull out?"

Squelch, as his cock pulled out with an obscene sound, the pleasure flashing in my mind disappeared.
No.

Did I just think "no"?
Before I could even process that thought, my legs moved on their own to wrap around Hyun's waist, preventing him from pulling out his cock.
My legs were a bit short, so it was more like resting on him than wrapping around, but it was enough to convey my intention.

"Don't pull out?"

"Uuu..."

As I nodded slightly, Hyun thrust his hips with a thud!
Tak, tadak, my vision flashed and my waist trembled.

"Ookh...! Go-ook...!"

"Really, it really feels so good..."

Am I being praised right now...?
Maybe because my pussy had been conquered and my brain had turned stupid, I found myself smiling foolishly without realizing it.

"Ehehe..."

Hyun looked down at me and then grabbed my legs wrapped around his waist, lifting them slightly.
I thought he might bury his face in my feet like before, but that wasn't it. Hyun placed my legs on his shoulders and pressed down on me with his body.

My waist naturally lifted, allowing his cock to enter the deepest part.
Ah, this is that position. The mating press. He really intends to impregnate me properly this time.
Silently, Hyun removed his hand from my mouth and pinned my wrists down.

I'm scared. But...

"You can do it..."

With those words, he took a deep breath and began moving his hips.
Thud, thud, thud! His cock pounded against my cervix, making me lose consciousness and regain it repeatedly.

"Ugh, kahuk...! Hayuk...♥ Ok, oook...♥"

What started as painful moans had somehow turned into lewd, indecent cries of pleasure.
It was the moment when both my body and mind completely surrendered.

"Cock, coooock...♥ It feels so goooood...♥♥"

"Kuk, kruugh! Heu, inside... I'm cumming inside...!!"

"Cum...♥ Fill me up, cum inside...!"

Thump, thump, thump, my cervix finally yielded to the cock pounding like crazy against it.
And at that very moment, Hyun thrust his cock to the base and began pouring his semen into my womb.

"Kkeuugh...! Kuheu, haayuk...!"

"Aheu... Huooo...♥"

Zzilit, zzilit, I stretched my legs and trembled as I felt the semen filling my insides.
My toes stretched out on their own, and my pussy nibbled on his cock as if demanding it to release all remaining semen.

At that moment, as it swallowed the last drop of semen remaining in his urethra.

*I... I'm pregnant...*

I instinctively realized it. That I had become pregnant from this sex.
My body trembled before going limp, but my legs were still resting on Hyun's shoulders.

"Let's do it one more time."

"Hueh...?"

"I can definitely get you pregnant this time."

"Ah, I... I'm already pregnant... My belly is full of your semen..."

I begged him to at least let me rest a little before continuing, but what came back was rough breathing and even stronger thrusting.
And so that day, I had to endure Hyun's creampies until he was satisfied.

The count reached twenty times.





Ch.210 - Side Story) I Was So Surprised
The sound of water stopped with a squeak as I turned off the shower. Stepping out of the stall, I tilted my head side to side, trying to work out the stiffness in my neck.

My waist ached, my neck hurt—my entire body felt like it had been pounded with a meat tenderizer.
...Well, I suppose I was "tenderized" by a different kind of meat, but anyway.

"I feel so bloated..."

In just one night—no, we actually went all night until morning, so I guess it wasn't just one night.

I've heard snakes mate for at least six hours, and anacondas or whatever can go for weeks. Maybe dragons are related to snakes, because we really did go at it all day long.

After that long, intense time, my stomach and everything below felt completely full and bloated.

How much did we do for my belly to slosh around like it was filled with water whenever I moved? My lower abdomen was even protruding as if I were pregnant.

Looking in the mirror, I rubbed my swollen belly and sighed deeply.

*Maybe I can hide it with clothes somehow?*

I turned sideways to check my profile.

*It's really noticeable.*

I tried sucking in my stomach, but it wasn't going anywhere, so I gave up and left the bathroom.

What was Choi Hyun doing? After going twenty rounds all night, he must have been completely drained because he was still sprawled out asleep despite the sun being high in the sky.

Looking at him lying there like carelessly tossed laundry, I let out a deep sigh. While I was stuck underneath him all night with my waist, neck, and lower body feeling like they were about to break, he was sleeping peacefully until midday?

*What am I going to do with him?*

I considered kicking him awake but decided to leave him be.

Come to think of it, he drove us all the way here, made the hotel reservation... He did a lot of work, so I guess I could let him sleep in for one day.

With a small smile, I covered him with the blanket he'd kicked off and looked around the hotel room.

Just like in those doujinshi, we'd moved around to different spots, leaving the bed in complete disarray. The table was a mess, chairs were scattered everywhere, and crumpled tissues lay like landmines throughout the room.

"Wow... this place is a disaster."

Even though the hotel's cleaning service would take care of it, this felt way too inconsiderate. The smell too... I might be fine with it, but what about the poor cleaning staff?

*Wait. Could we get in serious trouble for this?*

My appearance is clearly that of a child. People who meet me for the first time think I'm a middle schooler, or at most a high school student, not someone in their thirties.
Of course, Choi Hyun and I know each other's real ages, and we're legally married so there's no legal issue, but what about others?

This situation—tissues everywhere, the messy room, and the strong scent of sex filling the air.
Even if it's legally fine, couldn't this become a huge social problem?

If someone discovers this situation → Choi Hyun's social life is ruined → The office, our only source of income, goes bankrupt → I'm separated from Choi Hyun under the pretext of "rescuing" me → Being in my thirties, no one will take care of me, so I'll obviously be abandoned → I die too.

"Ah."

In a flash, the consequences of someone discovering the state of our room played out like a panorama in my mind.
I whirled around to check the clock on the wall.

12:40 PM.

Since we booked for two nights and three days, checkout wasn't a concern, but it was almost time for hotel cleaning.
Actually, they might already be cleaning other rooms.

"Eek!!"

Hopping around to avoid the tissue landmines on the floor, I dashed to the door, yanked it open, and quickly looked up and down the hallway.

Sure enough, a cleaning cart was parked in front of a room further down the corridor.

Fortunately, there were still two rooms between us and the cleaning staff, so I immediately hung the red "DO NOT DISTURB" sign on the doorknob and closed the door.

"Whew... that was close."

Leaning against the door with a sigh of relief, I trudged back to the bed area.
Maybe it was because I'd briefly opened the door to fresh air, but the familiar scent of sex hit me strongly again, making me hold my nose.

"Ugh, the smell."

With a grimace, I yanked open the blackout curtains and opened the tightly closed window.
The warm sea breeze rushed into the air-conditioned room, carrying away both the cold air and the smell.

The smell would dissipate with time, so I might as well clean up in the meantime.
By cleaning, I just meant picking up the tissue landmines scattered around the room and throwing them in the trash.

Just as I was finishing up and the room was finally becoming breathable again, Choi Hyun, who had been completely passed out, suddenly sat up, sweating.

"Ugh... it's hot..."

"Look who's finally up. It's already lunchtime."

"What...? Already lunchtime...? Ow, my back..."

Surprised, he tried to get up from the bed, but his back—overworked all night—seemed to protest as he face-planted back onto the bed while rubbing his lower back.

For a moment, I almost said, "Some of us managed to get up and clean despite having a sore back," but I held my tongue.
I might have a dragon's body, but Choi Hyun, though a former Hero who trained hard, is still weaker than me.

And while I was rejuvenated at the Gate, he only had his wounds healed.
That means his physical age is much older than mine.

I should be considerate of the weaker one, right?

"Can't be helped."

Looking at him groaning in pain, I smiled slightly and went over to gently pat his back.

"Who told you to go all night? You're in your thirties now. I might be fine because my body is sturdy, but you're not."

"...Hey, I'm still in my prime. I'm only in my early thirties."

"Is being twenty the same as being thirty? Take care of yourself. And fix that habit of going all night like a dog in heat when you get excited. Look at my belly—it's like this because of you."

As I said that, I poked my protruding lower abdomen, and I could feel Choi Hyun staring intently at my belly.
Is this guy in heat again? After all that yesterday, he's still like this?

I seriously considered smacking him once, but then realized his expression wasn't what I thought it was.

That was *the* expression. The serious look he always showed when something happened to me.
Why would he make such a face when we're supposed to be enjoying our vacation?

"Hey, poke your belly again."

"What? You're not thinking something weird, are you...?"

"No, just do it again."

Wondering what he saw, I poked my belly again, but his expression didn't change.
His seriousness was starting to make me anxious.

"What's wrong?"

"Just wait a moment."

Saying that, he groaned as he got up and gently pressed or squeezed my belly with one hand.
And at that moment, I realized. What was in my belly wasn't simply evidence of our passionate night.

Well, in a way, it was evidence.
Just not the kind I was thinking of.

"I think this is what I think it is..."

"Uh, what... no. Huh? Really?"

Choi Hyun silently nodded and removed his hand, and I immediately felt my belly with both hands.
It just felt like skin, so I swallowed hard and pressed a little harder, feeling something firm inside.

"Is it really an egg...?"

"Seems like it."

Bang! It felt like someone had hit my head with a huge hammer, and my legs gave out.

"Whoa!"

Fortunately, Choi Hyun caught me before I collapsed to the floor, but I couldn't stand up straight.

"Are you okay?"

"Ha, haha... My legs are too weak to stand..."

As soon as I said that, Choi Hyun got up from the bed and laid me down on it.
After rolling around all night, the bed felt quite unpleasant, damp with sweat or whatever.

"It's sticky. Can you move me to the other bed?"

"Sure."

After moving me to the other bed, Choi Hyun covered me with a blanket, thought for a moment, then started moving.
He went to the bathroom to wash up, then came out and cleaned the room I had been tidying, quickly got dressed, and packed our things.

"Oh, are we going home?"

"Of course. Did you think we'd play at the beach in your condition?"

"Well, no..."

"It's a shame, but we can come back to the beach another time. Since you've got an egg now, let's go home and rest. We should also visit the hospital to see what's going on."

"Will that be okay? Your image could be ruined..."

As I said that while looking at him, Choi Hyun, who had neatly packed all my clothes, came over.
Wondering what he was doing, I watched as he flicked my forehead with a sharp snap.

"Ow!"

"You're more important to me than my image."

At those words, I opened and closed my mouth before pulling the blanket up to cover my face.

Ch.211 - Bonus Chapter) An Unexpected Gift
I canceled my planned weekend getaway and returned home. After all, with an egg—or baby, I'm not sure what to call it—settled in my belly, I needed to go to the hospital, which meant coming back home.

But after rushing home, I realized it was Sunday and the hospital's emergency room was closed.

So I ended up stuck in my room—or more accurately, Hyun confined me to the bed, insisting I rest completely without moving an inch.

I wanted to show him I could move around normally, but every time I tried to push aside the blanket, he'd look my way, making me too self-conscious to get up.

"This is overprotective."

I grumbled with a sullen expression, but Hyun ignored me.

"I'm telling you, moving around a little is fine. You know I'm healthy, so why are you being like this?"

"If it were a normal pregnancy, I might reconsider, but you've laid an egg. We don't know how sturdy the egg is or what complications might arise, so please bear with the discomfort for now."

He shut down any potential argument so completely that I had to close my mouth again. He wasn't doing this for himself but out of concern for me, so how could I complain?

Finally, I sighed deeply and gave up trying to get out of bed, leaning back against the pile of pillows.

...This is boring. Though it hadn't even been an hour since I got into bed, after playing at the beach yesterday, sitting still felt unbearably dull.

As I fidgeted and rocked back and forth, Hyun glanced at me, sighed deeply, and handed me his iPad.

"If you're that bored, watch some Neotuber videos."

"Oh, you should've given me this earlier."

I took the iPad with a giggle, and Hyun inhaled as if he had something to say.

"..."

"What? Do you have something to say?"

"No. Just don't watch for too long—electromagnetic waves aren't good for you."

"You're so silly."

I chuckled and opened Neotuber, immediately seeing a thumbnail at the top of my recommendations: "Ten Must-Visit Restaurants When Going to the Beach!" featuring a man with an exaggerated expression.

They say algorithms are scary these days—how did it know I'd been to the beach?
But you're a bit late, algorithm. You should have told me earlier.

With that thought, I started the video, which opened with a clam cut in half and bubbling cheese.

"Wow... I should have eaten that."

Come to think of it, all I had was that pale liquid that smelled like night flowers.
Wait, thinking about it now, I'm getting annoyed.

I whipped my head around and glared at Hyun, who felt my gaze and turned toward me.
Seeing his nonchalant expression, I felt angry, then guilty for getting upset over something so trivial, leaving me with mixed emotions.

"What?"

"Nothing, just realizing we didn't eat anything at the beach."

"Hmm..."

Hyun cleared his throat awkwardly and averted his eyes, which made me smile before turning back to the video.
Grilled shellfish, wheat noodles, raw fish rice bowls...

Honestly, these weren't foods I'd normally care about, but they looked strangely delicious.
I licked my lips while watching the video as a consolation.

"If I'd known this would happen, we should have stayed longer."

At the hotel, my legs gave out from shock, but until then, I'd been fine—I didn't even know I was carrying an egg.
Couldn't I have at least walked around the area without going into the water?

As I sat on the bed rubbing my belly, Hyun shook his head.

"We can go again next time."

"That's true... I'm just a bit disappointed. It's been a while since we traveled together, just the two of us."

"We can travel anytime, but pregnancy... having a child isn't something to take lightly."

He started to say "pregnancy" but changed his wording, which made me burst out laughing.
Finding it absurd himself, Hyun laughed along with me for a while before getting up.

"Whew. Huh? Where are you going all of a sudden?"

"To the OB-GYN Clinic. I looked it up, and they're open on Sundays."

"I need to go too. Just a moment."

"Don't move. I'll change clothes and carry you."

After changing, he came back and tried to pick me up princess-style.
As I said before...

"This is overprotective, I'm telling you."

"It's my first time too, so I'm anxious."

Seeing his bitter smile and apologetic expression, I couldn't argue further.
I was just as anxious, which is why I'd been avoiding talking about the egg while expressing my disappointment.
Of course I'm anxious—it's my first time too. But still...

"You know what I've learned from all our experiences? Doing nothing when you're anxious only makes the anxiety worse."

"Ah."

Hyun sighed and scratched his head when I said this with a smile.
He's usually so reliable, but at times like this, I'm reminded we're the same age, which is cute.

"Carry me."

"What? I thought you were going to walk on your own."

"That's different. If you're offering to carry me, why should I refuse? It was actually really comfortable earlier."

Hyun let out an incredulous laugh but extended his arms to carry me when I urged him.
After reaching the car, a thought occurred to me.

"But what can they do at an OB-GYN Clinic? I'm not pregnant—I'm carrying an egg."

"Nothing much besides an ultrasound to check if everything's okay. But we should at least do that. And if not an OB-GYN, which hospital would you go to?"

"Um... a vet...?"

Since dragons are reptiles in a way, I thought maybe a veterinary clinic would work.
But seeing Hyun's expression, I decided not to finish that thought and passed it off as a joke.

The OB-GYN Clinic we arrived at after driving through surprisingly quiet Sunday noon traffic was less crowded than expected.

The Nurse, whose expression was half-dead from having to work on Sunday, along with expectant mothers and fathers with swollen bellies, all flinched when they saw me enter with Hyun.

Their reaction wasn't strange. Hyun is nearly 190 cm tall while I barely reach 150 cm.
Strangers might mistake us for father and daughter.

Everyone in the hospital had strong reactions, but the most extreme came from the Nurse.

"...?"

Her face said it all: "No way, it can't be... or can it?"
"Is that who I think it is? Why are these two at an OB-GYN Clinic?"

Her expression was so obvious that I smiled awkwardly, which made the Nurse gasp in shock, covering her mouth with both hands while staring at Hyun with trembling eyes.

That wasn't the end of it—whispers started from behind: "Oh my, oh my... Isn't that person...?"
Feeling like we might see the police before the Doctor, I raised my hand and spoke.

"Ah, it's not what you think. Everything's consensual, and despite my appearance, I'm in my thirties."

"Oh...!"

A brief exclamation escaped the Nurse's lips as the room fell completely silent.
All I could hear was the TV advertisement and people gasping.

"I'm sorry... I was so surprised that I..."

"It's okay. With my body type, I get misunderstood often. I'm actually thirty-two this year."

"Huh... Oh my... She's older than me..."

The Nurse probably thought she was muttering quietly, but my sensitive ears caught everything.
Hyun probably heard it too. He waited with a bitter smile as the Nurse sighed softly and processed our registration.

"Is this your first time at our hospital?"

"Yes, first time."

Of course it's my first time.
Why would someone like me ever visit an OB-GYN Clinic?

"For your first visit, please write your name and date of birth here. What brings you in today?"

"Ah, well, this is a bit difficult to explain. I am pregnant, but..."

After stammering for a moment, I sighed deeply and said:

"An egg... I've developed an egg, not a baby."

"...Pardon?"

She looked like she couldn't believe what she'd heard, so I explained again.

"An egg. I've developed an egg, not a baby, so that's why I'm here."

The Nurse, stunned by what she'd just heard, froze momentarily before disappearing into the back of the hospital like the wind, saying she'd be right back.

After a short wait, the Nurse returned.

"Patient, please come this way to the examination room."

After guiding us, the Nurse apologized to the other waiting patients, and fortunately, we entered the examination room without issue.

Inside, a female Doctor with glasses perched on her head was waiting for me.

"So, um, you're saying you're pregnant but carrying an egg, not a baby?"

"Yes, that's right."

"I need to examine you briefly. Could you lift your clothes a bit?"

I nodded and lifted my top slightly. The Doctor, who had been touching my belly with a serious expression, suddenly widened her eyes and smacked her forehead.

"Ultrasound, let's get you an ultrasound."

What's going on? Why does the Doctor seem more excited than I am?

Ch.212 - Side Story) Help!
I didn't have any specific reason to refuse, so I headed to the examination room for an ultrasound as the doctor suggested. Since I had arrived earlier than others, there was no one waiting, so the examination began right away. The results were... well, pretty much as I vaguely expected.

"It's not a cloaca formation, and it clearly has a human structure, so how could there be an egg...?"

"Is there some kind of problem?"

"Hm? Oh, no, there's no problem. It's just... this is an extremely unusual case. Usually birds, reptiles, and amphibians have a single opening that handles digestion, excretion, and reproduction—that's called a cloaca."

The doctor continued her explanation while staring intently at the ultrasound screen.

The explanation about cloacas and whatnot was so detailed that I wondered what the relevance was, but since it concerned the egg—which might be my baby—settled in my belly, I listened attentively.

"Females with cloacas have a shell gland instead of a uterus, and eggs are typically formed in this shell gland. To explain it simply, the fertilized egg cell is the product, and the shell gland 'packages' it into an egg."

"So you're saying I don't have such an organ?"

"Correct. You have reproductive organs identical to those of ordinary humans. It's hard to see clearly because the egg is in the way, but the egg is located in the uterus, and that small protrusion next to it is the fallopian tube. Can you see it?"

At those words, I stared intently at the screen, but... honestly, I couldn't tell what was what.
All I could see was something whitish floating around on a gray screen.

"...I can't really tell."

"Ah, it might be difficult to see from this angle. This is an abdominal ultrasound, so the large intestine is passing above, making it hard for non-experts to see. Let me point it out with my finger—would you like to look again?"

With a whirr, the doctor pulled the machine closer and pointed at the screen with her finger to show me once more.
I still couldn't see it clearly, but I could at least make out a faint outline, so I nodded.

"As you can see, in a case like this, it's theoretically impossible for an egg to form without a shell gland. Yet the impossible has happened. Can you see the egg clearly in the back here? It's smaller than a normal fetus, but from its shape to most of its characteristics, it's truly an 'egg' in every sense."

"Just to be sure, there's no possibility it could be inflammation or a tumor, right?"

"If it were inflammation or a tumor of this size, you would already be in intensive care. So you don't need to worry about that. How long has the egg been there?"

"Oh, less than a day. It was just there when I woke up this morning."

When I told her the truth, the doctor's face transformed into a strange mixture of shock and delight.
How should I put it? She looked like a professor who had just met a freshman who had not only read her thesis but also written a report on it.

How would I know what that looks like when I haven't even graduated high school, let alone university?
Well, I've seen it in media, of course.

"Hmm... in just one day..."

The doctor moved the ultrasound probe around while looking at the snow-white egg on the screen, then removed it from my belly.

"We can be fairly certain it's an egg, but with an ultrasound, we can only confirm its size and location."

The eggshell definitely made it impossible to see anything but an unidentifiable white mass.
Since I had been watching too, I nodded in agreement as the doctor wiped the gel from my belly.

"If you want to learn more details, we could do an MRI scan. Would you like that?"

As I was considering the doctor's suggestion, Hyun, who had been quietly observing from behind, spoke up.

"Even if it's an egg, it's still a pregnancy. Is an MRI scan safe? It won't have any negative effects on the fetus, will it?"

There was a slight hint of hostility in his manner, so I carefully took his hand.
Only then did Hyun exhale deeply and step back slightly.
The doctor seemed a bit taken aback too, blinking before explaining with an awkward smile.

"I understand your concern. However, according to Dr. Joel Ray's paper published in 2016, there was no difference between fetuses exposed to MRI and those who weren't. MRIs become problematic when contrast agents are used, but without contrast agents, there shouldn't be any major issues."

"Ah... I heard somewhere that MRIs are bad for fetuses..."

"Ah, you're probably thinking of X-rays and CT scans, which use radiation."

Hyun and the doctor continued their conversation for a while, and ultimately we decided to go ahead with the MRI scan.
True to being a hospital that's open even on Sundays, they had an MRI machine, and I was able to get the scan done that very day without an appointment.

And the results were, of course, as expected.

"You're pregnant. Congratulations."

It was confirmed that the egg in my belly was indeed a real egg containing life, and I left the examination room with the doctor's congratulations.

Of course, I didn't just receive congratulations—I was also asked if they could write a paper about today's events in exchange for a fee, and whether I would consider giving birth at their hospital if possible.

They added that I wouldn't have to pay for the delivery, hospitalization, and postpartum care, and that they would provide various conveniences at their hospital.

I was surprised by the doctor's unexpected offer of complete care, but since there was no particular reason to refuse, I decided to accept.

Of course, I wasn't about to give birth right away, nor did I have any intention of extracting the egg from my belly, so I was satisfied just confirming that the egg was there and alive before heading home.

"I never thought I'd actually get pregnant..."

As soon as I got home, I sat on the sofa, looked at my protruding belly, and stroked it with a small smile.
To be honest, it still doesn't feel real. My belly is just a bit more swollen than when I've eaten too much.

*Inside this is an egg containing the child of Hyun and me...*

At first I was flustered and scared, but now whenever I think about the egg, my heart feels all warm and fuzzy, making me smile without even realizing it.

Could I have developed maternal instincts after being pregnant for just one day?
I'm not sure, but it feels good, so that's fine.

"Hmm hmm hmm~..."

I was humming and stroking my belly for quite a while, not even glancing at the TV I had turned on to watch, when Hyun, who had gone straight to the bedroom when we got home, came out.

"You look happy."

"Hm? Hehe, I guess so. Until this morning, I was just shocked, but now that the doctor has confirmed it and I've accepted it, I'm just happy."

As I smiled broadly while stroking my swollen belly, Hyun came closer and carefully placed his hand on it.
Of course, since it was still an egg and not a fetus, we couldn't feel any movement by placing our hands like this, but an indescribable sense of fulfillment welled up inside me.

"What should we name the baby?"

"You want to decide already when it hasn't even been born yet?"

"It's because it hasn't been born yet that we should name it. You're supposed to call it by name early on so it gets used to hearing it."

"Can it even hear us when it's inside an egg?"

"Since it's in my belly, maybe it can hear my voice? Oh, then I should only use nice words from now on. Our baby shouldn't hear bad things."

As I said this while gently patting my belly, I felt Hyun's gaze on me.
When I looked up, wondering what was wrong, he was staring at me with that expression he makes whenever I say something strange.

"What?"

"No, I'm just surprised that you're already acting like a real mother when you've been pregnant for less than a day. I never expected you, of all people, to say things like that."

For a moment, the Yu Sia from when my personality was at its worst almost surfaced, but thinking of the baby sleeping peacefully in my belly, I held it back.

"Honey."

"Ugh, why are you suddenly using that term..."

"I want to use nice words. Could you please be a little more considerate?"

I was clearly smiling as I said it, but for some reason, there was a growling sound of fire burning from my body.
It must have been loud enough for Hyun to hear, because he flinched, then nodded with a creak.

"Thank you, 'honey.'"

I said this while stroking my belly that contained my egg.

* * *

That evening, I scratched my head as I looked down at the sleeping Sia.

*That behavior on the sofa earlier... Even though pregnant women are said to become sensitive during pregnancy, her reaction was too extreme.*

She even used terms of endearment she never normally uses.
It didn't feel like she was joking around.

They say pregnancy changes people, but Sia is only one day into her pregnancy. The explanation that she suddenly awakened to maternal instincts is far from sufficient. Even if that were true, a person can't change this drastically so suddenly.

Above all... I've seen this kind of personality flip, like turning over your palm, several times before.

*Surely not...*

Harmageddon has been completely destroyed for a long time. The leader was executed, and the doctor who conducted the research was also executed.
The possibility of them becoming active again now should be non-existent...

"You look like you have a lot on your mind."

At the familiar yet completely different-feeling voice, I flinched and looked up.
There was Sia with eyes dyed bright red.

"So, want to talk about it?"

No, it was Light Dragon Sigmus, smiling at me.

Ch.213 - Side Story) Dragon's Consultation
After the fall of Harmageddon, I was surprised by the unexpected appearance of the Light Dragon, who hadn't shown himself in a while. I sighed and leaned back against the headboard.

My reaction must have been different from what he expected, as the Light Dragon tilted his head slightly and made a sound like "hmm" while smiling.

At a glance, the gesture resembled Sia's usual head tilt, but there was a certain composure and strange atmosphere that Sia rarely displayed. Though it was the same motion, it carried a considerable sense of experience.

"You've grown quite bold while I was dozing. Just a few years ago, you would have been on guard whenever I appeared on the surface."

"We've already formed an alliance, fought together, and you've helped me several times. It would be silly to be wary over something so trivial now."

"Trivial, is it..."

Trailing off, the Light Dragon slowly blinked, then turned to lie on the bed and looked at me with glowing red eyes.

"Don't you think I might be trying to steal this one's body while it's weakened?"

His sharp-toothed, fierce smile was both similar to and different from Sia's. When Sia smiled like that, it felt instinctual, like a predator eyeing prey, but the Light Dragon's smile carried the confidence of someone powerful.

"If you really wanted to steal the body, you wouldn't have mentioned it at all."

Besides, if the Light Dragon had intended to take Sia's body, he would have done so long ago. He'd had countless opportunities but passed them all up, so why would he try now?

During the Harmageddon days, I could have believed he was just avoiding trouble, but that wouldn't explain his behavior after Harmageddon's complete collapse.

"If you're just testing me, lie down properly or sit up against the headboard like me. There's a baby in that belly."

I said this while moving Sia's body to lie straight on the bed, as I would normally do.
Oh, right. It wasn't Sia right now, but the Light Dragon.

Realizing this belatedly, I blinked and stared at him. The Light Dragon, who had been looking at me with wide, surprised eyes, pouted his lips in displeasure.

This expression resembled Sia's quite a bit.
No, that's not right. It's Sia's body, so of course they would look alike.

"Hmph, you've become a boring man while I was away. There's no fun in teasing you."

"Sorry for being boring. But didn't you come out to listen to my concerns?"

"Hmm? Ah, yes, that's right. Well then, let me hear what you have to say."

At the Light Dragon's prompt, I slowly explained what had happened today.

And the part that concerned me most—how Sia suddenly changed, like when she was under mental interference, and did things she wouldn't normally do...

"What? Why are you smiling like that?"

"Hmm? Ah. Well, listening to others' troubles is naturally enjoyable. Watching your expression melt with concern while talking about this one was simply too amusing to resist."

"You've got a nasty personality."

"Dragons naturally live by pursuing what interests them. Even the owner of this body, though only half-dragon, shows no interest in anything except you."

"Is that so?"

I thought about the Light Dragon's words carefully but couldn't recall feeling that way. Since joining my office, Sia had never shown any problems with customer service or phone consultations.

She got along well with Noona Ha-Young, and though she was somewhat wary of Ryu Hwa, she was much better than before. From interpersonal relationships to social life, there didn't seem to be any issues worth mentioning.

"It didn't seem like there were any major problems..."

As I muttered this, the Light Dragon laughed softly with a pleased smile.

"Hehe. I was just testing you to see what happened while I was asleep. I'm glad there's nothing serious."

"What? You were just testing me?"

"Didn't I tell you earlier? I was sleeping."

I thought he was just saying that, but he really had been sleeping and just woke up.
Feeling both dumbfounded and amused, I chuckled and scratched my head.

"Then you could have just asked out of curiosity. Did you think I wouldn't answer?"

"You would have been suspicious. No, I thought you would be. After all, there are things I've done, even if not entirely of my own will."

"You're talking about the Giman Catastrophe."

Even though I knew the truth now, past events don't simply disappear, so I still felt strange whenever I faced the Light Dragon...
But even that feeling had dulled considerably by now. At least for me, if not for others.

"You humans wouldn't understand, but I don't particularly regret that incident. Dragons are fundamentally creatures that live alone and die alone. To be honest, whether thousands or tens of thousands of you humans and other creatures die, my attitude wouldn't change. That's the nature of dragons."

It was quite a provocative statement that annoyed me a bit, but seeing the Light Dragon's expression left me speechless.

A face that seemed to embody loneliness itself, so similar to Sia's expression during the days when Harmageddon was rampant.

"...No, rather than saying it wouldn't change, it's more accurate to say it couldn't change."

"You mean you're incapable of empathy."

"Yes. Throughout a dragon's life, all they see are the walls of their lair or the view from the distant sky. That's why they always feel detached from the world. Without a sense of belonging, how could they empathize?"

The Light Dragon said this while looking down at his—no, Sia's—hands, clenching and unclenching them.
What I saw in those eyes wasn't madness or bloodlust, but clear maternal affection.

"But there is just one exception. If there's anything I can empathize with, it's my own flesh and blood."

"Are you saying you see Sia as your flesh and blood? She's not even your child."

"Whether I gave birth to her directly or not makes little difference. One way or another, she came from my flesh and blood, so she might as well be my child. Well, I've never told her this, nor do I intend to."

"So that's why you've been helping Sia. Ever since the Harmageddon days. Then was your claim about targeting Harmageddon's leader just an excuse?"

"Well. It might have been an excuse, or it might not have been. Does it matter either way?"

After saying this, the Light Dragon sighed deeply and lay straight on the bed.

"Since I've heard an interesting story, I'll give you an answer to your concern in return. The sudden personality change you saw today is natural behavior for a female carrying eggs. For a dragon, it's even more natural."

"So you're saying Sia is acting this way because she's part dragon."

"Yes. That's it. And just to let you know, a dragon's temperament is at its worst not while carrying the egg, but after laying it until the baby hatches. During that time, their minds are completely filled with the need to protect the egg."

"I'll have to help her diligently then."

"Well. I wouldn't particularly recommend that."

"What do you mean? Couples are supposed to help each other with childcare."

At my words, the Light Dragon smirked as if hearing something amusing and shook his head.

"When a normally level-headed dragon is at her most sensitive, she won't care whether you're her husband or whatever."

"She becomes that sensitive? Is it... because she's a dragon...?"

Whatever the case, blaming everything on her being a dragon leaves me with nothing to say.
Seeing my disgruntled expression, the Light Dragon, still lying down, answered with a languid look.

"Dragon reproduction happens once every hundred years at minimum, or once every thousand years at most. That's quite a long time even for dragons, and the chances of successfully carrying eggs are low. In such circumstances, how could a child not be precious? Moreover, dragon eggs themselves are incredible treasures, so hunters seeking them are abundant. Dragons are beings who have continued their bloodline through such a life."

"When you put it that way, I understand completely."

That would definitely make anyone sensitive...

"Of course, since she's not a pureblooded dragon, things might go more smoothly, so don't worry too much."

After finishing, the Light Dragon took a deep breath and exhaled, then pulled up the blanket.
Is he going to sleep now? I wondered if he was really going to sleep after having just slept, but it seemed unnecessary to mention it.

"Before I fall asleep again, let me tell you this. Don't tell this one about me. Especially not about blood relations or such matters."

"I wasn't planning to, but why?"

"Well. Perhaps I don't want to unnecessarily drag out a relationship that's already ended. I'm going back to sleep now, so when this child wakes up again, take good care of her."

"You don't need to tell me that, of course I will."

At my answer, the Light Dragon smiled with satisfaction and closed his eyes.
Judging by the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest... had he already fallen asleep?

He really falls asleep as soon as his head hits the pillow.
While I was thinking this, the Light Dragon, whom I thought was sleeping, suddenly opened his eyes.

"Whoa! Geez, you startled me. What now?"

"I forgot to mention something."

"Something you forgot? What is it?"

I thought I'd heard everything worth hearing, but there was still more.

"Dragons are different from humans. She'll lay the egg within a month at most, so remember that. If it's really quick, she might lay the egg as soon as tomorrow. That's all I wanted to say. Good night."

...?

"What?"

By the time I asked another question, the Light Dragon was already asleep.





Ch.214 - Side Story) Dragon's Lecture
The next morning... well, actually I'm not sure if it was morning since I woke up in the middle of my sleep.
I woke up feeling a strange pressure on my back and waist, rubbing my eyes with the back of my hand before letting out a long yawn.

"Huaaahm... ughh..."

As soon as I yawned, I felt bloated despite not having eaten anything, so I opened my eyes.
And the first thing I saw was my belly, which had grown much larger than yesterday.

To be more precise about "much larger"—originally, my belly was small enough that I'd need to stand sideways in front of a mirror or touch it with my hands to notice something was inside. Now it was large enough to be visible just by slightly lifting my head while lying down.

Wondering if it might be just bunched-up blankets creating that impression, I yanked the blanket aside.
And tada, what appeared wasn't the blanket or Choi Hyun's leg, but my swollen belly.

*Did I see something wrong? Do eggs normally grow this quickly?*

Wait, do eggs even grow like fetuses in the first place?
While I was rolling my eyes in confusion, Hyun made a groaning sound and woke up.

"Why are you rustling around so much... Is your stomach uncomfortable and you can't sleep?"

"Ah... my belly is a bit, well, quite uncomfortable..."

"Mmm... huh?"

Hyun, who had been responding half-asleep, suddenly opened his eyes wide and sat bolt upright.
He was so startled that I could see his shock even in the pitch-dark room with the mood light turned off.

"Very uncomfortable? How much? Does it hurt? Can you move?"

"Anyone would think I'm about to give birth today. It's not that bad, just feels like my belly is being pressed."

I lightly patted his arm, telling him not to worry too much, but Hyun's expression didn't relax.

"I'm really fine. Relax your face."

"No, it's not that... haah..."

Normally when I said this, he would suggest going to the hospital just in case, but his reaction was strange.

Hyun only reacted this way when either something bad had happened or when something he couldn't tell me had occurred, which made me anxious too.

Since I was carrying a child now, it probably wasn't something bad, so it must be something he couldn't tell me.

*Could something have happened while I was asleep yesterday?*

It couldn't be that Harmageddon had revived and attacked us.
If that had happened, Hyun wouldn't be lying here sleeping so calmly.

Then the only thing I could suspect was the Light Dragon...

"Did the Light Dragon come out and say something during the night?"

"Ah."

"Judging by your reaction, I'm right. What did the Light Dragon say to make you like this? Given the timing, it seems related to the baby in my belly."

"...That's right. You figured it out like a mind reader."

"How long have I been with you that I wouldn't notice something like that? So what did the Light Dragon say that surprised you so much? Is today the delivery date?"

I tried to make a joke with a forced smile to calm down the startled Hyun, but there was no response.
That's strange. Usually at this point, Hyun would smile bitterly and say "It's not like that..."

"Don't tell me today really is the delivery date? Is that why the egg has grown so much?"

"He didn't specifically say today, but he did say it could be as soon as tomorrow."

I felt like a hammer had dropped on my head. Even though eggs are supposed to hatch after they're laid, isn't this too fast?

"You mean I could give birth today?"

I wasn't mentally prepared yet, and now the egg was coming out already...
My hands and voice trembled from the tension.

That's when Hyun firmly held my shaking hand.
When I flinched at the sudden warmth, he gently stroked my head.

"He also said it could take up to a month. Let's go to the hospital right now just in case."

My frozen, tense body melted at his warm touch and gentle voice.
Hyun seemed to notice this and smiled faintly, placing a light kiss on my forehead.

"Will it be okay...?"

"It'll be fine. There will be experts at the hospital, and the Light Dragon said it would be okay too."

I was about to nod at his words but instead carefully reached out and lightly grabbed the hem of his clothes.

"Tell me it'll be okay because you're here..."

To be honest, his reassurance was more comforting than what doctors or the Light Dragon said, and when I told him that, Hyun chuckled.
I felt a bit embarrassed, but my desire to be pampered by Hyun was stronger, so I waited.

"Yes, it'll be okay because I'm here."

It might seem childish, but it was surprisingly effective.
Maybe because things had always worked out well whenever Hyun said it would be okay.

As my tension eased, I found myself smiling without realizing it.
Hyun smiled back at me briefly before getting up and helping me change my clothes while he just threw on a coat.

Of course, "changing clothes" just meant switching from a shirt to a dress, but even that made me much more comfortable by relieving the pressure on my belly.

"Aren't you going to change your clothes?"

"It's fine. It's not that cold, and you're more important than me right now. I'll lift you slowly, so tell me right away if your belly feels pressed or if anything is uncomfortable."

"Okay."

The arms that slipped under the back of my neck and knees were much slower and more careful than usual.
As a result, there was much less pressure on my belly—it almost felt like I was being lifted by a cloud.

Well, a cloud that was very close, warm, and quite firm, but that made it even better.

As the discomfort in my belly disappeared, sleepiness returned.
I shouldn't fall asleep here... or would it be okay?

I was debating this, but my heart was already leaning toward sleep.
The drowsiness that had been chased away earlier was now forcefully pushing my eyelids down, telling me to sprawl out and sleep.
And Hyun, who was looking at my face from the closest position, couldn't miss this fact.

"If you're very tired, go ahead and sleep. I'll wake you when we get to the hospital."

"Mmm..."

I shook my head saying I was fine, but even I knew it was just sleepy whining.

"It's okay."

"Then I'll sleep just a little bit..."

"Yes, alright. Sleep well."

Even the vibration of his voice felt good through our touching skin.
I closed my eyes and smiled faintly, surrendering to sleepiness with the comforting thump-thump-thump of his heartbeat and warm body temperature.

"...Huh?"

When I opened my eyes again, strangely, I wasn't in a hospital but in a wide-open field.
What's going on? Hyun wouldn't have brought me to a place like this after saying we were going to the hospital.

As I blinked and looked around, a huge shadow fell over me.
When I looked up, what I saw was the enormous head of a dragon.
Since there couldn't be dragons in reality where all Gates except one were closed, the owner of that head was obviously the Light Dragon.

"Did you bring me here?"

"Yes. I was thinking before you fell asleep yesterday that you'd probably be trembling because of your suddenly swollen belly. I couldn't bear to miss such a pitiful sight. I called you here to have a laugh."

Though it had a face like a giant lizard, the skin under its eyes rose up to form what anyone would recognize as a mocking expression.
I felt a surge of anger and tried to rush forward on my short legs to hit its jaw, but the Light Dragon was faster, lifting its chin to avoid me.

"You're a hundred years too early, you fool."

"Tch... Your head is uselessly big."

"It might look big to your eyes. I wasn't considerate enough."

What a nasty personality.
Knowing that getting upset would only hurt me, I sighed deeply and plopped down on the grass, looking up at the dragon.

"...Lower your head, my neck hurts."

"Hmm. I suppose. It's already difficult enough to find someone as close to the ground as you without having to raise my head."

Every word grated on my nerves, but I deliberately didn't react.
When I maintained my non-response, the Light Dragon seemed to lose interest in teasing me and quietly lowered its jaw to the ground.

Due to its enormous size, I still had to look up to meet its eyes even with its jaw on the ground, but it was much better than before.

"So why did you call me here again? If you're just going to talk nonsense, send me back. I think I'm about to have the baby soon."

"For someone who said they weren't mentally prepared, you sure talk smoothly. Don't worry, I was planning to send you back soon anyway."

After saying that, the Light Dragon took a deep breath and slowly closed and opened its eyes.

"Do you see this field? It's wide open and very beautiful."

"I was wondering what you were suddenly talking about... Yes, I can see it clearly. But why suddenly mention the field? There was nothing here before."

"That's right. There was nothing. Only a heart blackened by worry, anguish, sadness, and loneliness. And now it has become this beautiful."

"Why are you building up suspense like this?"

This isn't like you to ramble on so much.
As I was thinking this while looking at the Light Dragon, it looked straight at me and smiled.

That smile wasn't the usual mockery but a warm smile filled with sincerity.
The change was so sudden it gave me goosebumps.

"You've grown."

"No, we weren't the kind of relationship to talk like this. Weren't we the kind to insult each other?"

"That's because you deserved to be scolded. And how could I not be happy seeing someone who shares my blood and flesh grow so much, despite being so pathetic before?"

"Anyone would think you're my parent or something. I'm not happy at all being praised by you."

"I'm sure. But it doesn't matter. It's just for my own satisfaction anyway. My rambling has gone on long enough. Shall we get to the main point?"

The Light Dragon lowered its head again and looked down at me with those huge eyes.

"Given how large the egg is compared to your body, it will be quite painful, but a dragon's body doesn't break that easily, so grit your teeth and push it out with force. Of course, you don't need to worry about the egg breaking."

"What...?"

"The reason dragons become weak after laying eggs is because they transfer most of their power to the egg. The egg becomes incredibly hard. To make a comparison, it will be as hard as my scales were in my prime. It would remain intact even if hit directly by a dragon's breath, so don't worry about the egg."

"No, no, no. Why are you suddenly telling me this?"

"Because you're going to lay the egg today, so I'm giving you advice as a senior who has laid eggs before. Or were you planning to cut open your belly to take out the egg?"

I was too shocked to say anything, so the Light Dragon snorted and continued talking.
And that's how the Light Dragon's dream crash course on childbirth began.

Ch.215 - Side Story) Child Of The Dragon
After listening to the Light Dragon's lengthy lecture on attributes and coming to my senses, I opened my eyes to find myself in the OB-GYN Clinic I had visited yesterday.
I was surprised the hospital was open at this early hour, but even more surprising was seeing the same Doctor from yesterday still at her post.

"Haven't you gone home yet?"

"Ah, I need to prepare many things if I'm going to present this case at a medical conference... Haha..."

Though the Doctor's face was steeped in fatigue, her voice remained energetic.
I thought laying an egg might be unusual for a human, but I wondered if it was really extraordinary enough to present at a conference. Still, I kept that thought to myself.

*Better to keep quiet about fields I know nothing about.*

I didn't need any explanations, and my body felt strangely languid, so I had no desire to create problems where none existed.
Drowsily blinking, I lifted my head slightly to examine my belly, which somehow seemed even more swollen than when I'd seen it at dawn.

If my belly this morning had been the size of a watermelon, now it was more like a well-ripened pumpkin.
Not a Korean pumpkin, mind you, but a foreign one.

—A dragon's body is sturdy, so don't worry.

This crazy bastard. How could I not worry when he tells me not to?
As I sat there trembling with nervousness, the Doctor, who had been busily writing something on her tablet, approached and examined my belly.

"To grow this much in a day, not even a week..."

She seemed to be muttering quietly to herself, but I heard every word.
Of course, in the quiet, empty hospital room, it was impossible not to hear.

Again, I didn't comment. I probably would have said the same thing if I were a doctor.

Even though a dragon's body is far from ordinary, I doubt even a doctor—no, even a doctor's grandfather—could have predicted that an egg the size of a slightly enlarged belly would suddenly grow to the size of a well-ripened pumpkin.

But I did need to ask one thing.

"When do you think the egg will come out?"

"Hmm... Since there's never been a case like yours before, I can't give you a definite answer, but at this growth rate, it could be as early as today. At the latest, by tomorrow."

The Doctor's timeline matched what Light Dragon had told me.
So it wasn't just something said to make me nervous—the egg really was coming today.

*It really is going to be born today...*

Cross-verification confirmed that the egg would emerge today.
I felt happy, but also a little... no, very scared.

I tried to sigh deeply, but with something so large inside my belly, I couldn't even inhale much.
Realizing anew just how unusually large the egg in my belly was, I felt a bit creeped out.

*What if I die giving birth to this thing... Light Dragon said it would be fine, but this really feels like I could die during delivery.*

I wanted an epidural or C-section, but...

—Do you know how much drug resistance a dragon's body has? It would take several times a normal human's lethal dose to even sedate you. Of course, it wouldn't affect you, but it would harm the child.

Because of what Light Dragon said, I couldn't even bring it up.
...Even if I hate pain, would I hate it more than having my child suffer?

Though my feelings were unsettled, I didn't say I wasn't ready or needed more time to prepare.
Life is full of sudden events, isn't it?

Of course, getting pregnant and giving birth in a day is quite shocking, but what can I do? I'm not going to break the egg.
Ready or not, shocked or not, I have to deliver it. It's Choi Hyun's and my child.

Wait a minute, where is Hyun?

"Where's Hyun?"

"Your husband stepped outside to make a phone call. Would you like me to call him back?"

"Ah, no, it's fine. I just didn't see him and wondered where he went."

Besides, she already looked tired, and there was no need to burden her with unnecessary tasks.
Just knowing he was here was enough.

As I let out a shallow sigh of relief, I felt a needle-like pain shoot through my lower back.

Compared to my past bloody fights, it was barely a sensation, nothing that could even be called pain, but feeling it made cold sweat run down my back.

Oh, here it comes. This is it. The signal that it's coming soon.
No one, not even the Doctor, said anything, but I instinctively knew.

"Um... I think it's coming soon."

"What? Al-already?"

Even the experienced Doctor stammered in surprise.
Understandably so. I didn't expect it to come this quickly either—

—?

"Ah, ugh...!"

I couldn't even scream "Aack!"
All I felt was pain, pain, and more pain.

My belly tensed involuntarily, and my breath caught in my throat.
The limiter I had consciously maintained released automatically, and the bed frame I gripped crumpled in my hand.

"Nnnggghhh!!! Kuh, nnngggghhhhh!!!"

The one fortunate thing was that the thread of reason I still clung to kept my legs from moving.
If I had truly lost control and thrashed about, the Doctor standing right next to me would have been killed by a kick.

I truly thought I might die like this. I don't know how many times that thought crossed my mind.
Didn't he say a dragon's body is sturdier than I thought? That was both fortunate and unfortunate.

"Aaaaaahhhhh!!!"

My body was so sturdy that I couldn't die even if I wanted to.
No, why would I want to die? I shouldn't die for the baby's sake.

But it hurts enough to die.
My head hurts.

Thump-thump-thump-thump, my heart beat several times faster than normal, and my vision flashed with light.
Flames flickered between my clenched teeth from my ignition organ, which had begun to heat up without my awareness.

After that, well, I don't remember.
I don't remember how much time passed, how far the egg had emerged, who was in front of me—nothing.

"Nnnggghhhhh!!!"

If I remember anything, it's Choi Hyun's face swimming before my eyes and gritting my teeth, pushing with all my might to deliver the egg while thinking of the child about to be born.

Even that's only to a certain extent. By the time the egg's head had passed and the largest part began to emerge, I don't remember what happened or what was said.

I only remember the pain, as if every joint in my body, especially my lower half, was being twisted.
Then suddenly, the terrible pain vanished like a lie, and all strength left my body.

So this is what it feels like to be unable to lift a finger—all those times I said I couldn't lift a finger when I was tired were just jokes. This is true exhaustion.

As I thought this, gasping for breath, a familiar scent approached.
It was Hyun's scent. I didn't even have the energy to open my eyes, but the tangy smell of blood from Hyun and a strange attraction made me force my eyes open with difficulty.

The face I met when I opened my eyes was a mess.
His face was already covered in tears and snot, trying desperately not to cry, looking truly pathetic.

But somehow, even that appearance seemed lovable, and the corners of my mouth lifted involuntarily.

"Why do you... look more... exhausted than me...?"

"You really... really went through so much..."

"Pfft... you're crying..."

I slowly closed and opened my eyes, and Hyun carefully handed me the child wrapped in a cloth.
No, not a child, but an egg.

Well, it doesn't matter.

Though just moments ago I had been too exhausted to lift a finger, the moment I held the egg in my arms, my body moved instinctively.

I stretched out my arms, urging him to give me the egg. My child. Hyun's and my child.
Though it was just an egg for now, not crying, without a face, just a warm, large egg, the moment I held it in my arms, my heart seemed to stop.

"Aah..."

So this is why I endured that pain.
I overcame the pain for this warmth.

A small treasure chest containing Hyun's and my child.
A cradle for our beloved child.

I smiled happily, hugging the egg tightly and gently covering it with my wings.

* * *

The morning after laying the egg.
I had overcome all the aftereffects of childbirth and recovered enough to walk around.

"This is truly unbelievable... I'd like to present you, not just the egg case, at the medical conference."

"Haha... That's a bit..."

My recovery rate was astonishing even to the Doctor.
Of course, I was surprised too.

*Isn't this recovery too fast, even so?*

And didn't they say I would become weaker after laying the egg? It doesn't seem that way at all...
I tried clenching and unclenching my fist while holding the egg, but I didn't feel any weaker at all.

[You may not feel it, but you've already weakened considerably.]

*Ah, seeing you appear confirms I have gotten weaker.*

[How dare you treat me like an immune response. It's outrageous, but since you've just given birth, I'll let it slide.]

*How very generous of you.*

I chuckled and wrapped my wings tightly around the egg, sharing warmth.
Actually, the egg was so warm that it felt like I was receiving warmth from it.

[Make your ignition organ warmer. Warmer than the egg. You should be sharing heat with the egg, not receiving warmth from it, you fool.]

"Ah."

I thought it was over, but looking at it now, this was just the beginning.
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Incubating an egg was harder than I expected.
Just look at those penguins in "Arctic Tears" or whatever that show was called—they sit on eggs until they starve to death.

[Penguins live in Antarctica, you idiot.]

"As long as you get what I mean."

Of course, living in a modern city means I don't have to worry about starvation, but even without that, sitting on an egg all day is seriously difficult.

Still, it's a hundred times easier than raising a newborn baby.
At least eggs don't crawl around everywhere or cry at all hours.

The challenging part is having to keep it against my body all day to maintain its temperature.
Can't I just use an electric heating pad and cover it with a blanket? Absolutely not.

First, I don't want to raise my egg that way, and second, the temperature needed is much higher than I expected.
When I measured it with a thermometer, it was a whopping 80 degrees Celsius—enough to hard-boil any normal egg.

As a result, furniture in the room gets damaged regularly, and I eventually had to undertake a major renovation to cover the room—where the child and I will stay—with insulation.
Thanks to that, I can forget about sleeping with Hyun, and the room feels less like a sauna and more like the inside of a cauldron.

Is that right? Yes, it is.
My mother-in-law... I mean, the pureblooded dragon said so, so it must be correct.

[This temperature is normal for dragon eggs. It's actually much lower compared to purebloods. Back in my day, Red Dragons would place their eggs directly in lava.]

"Isn't that too hot? What if the egg gets cooked?"

[You don't need to worry about that. Your only concern should be the egg getting cold.]

Light Dragon spoke calmly, but that made it even more chilling.
An egg getting cold essentially meant the child would die.

That absolutely couldn't happen, and I had no intention of letting it happen, but just imagining it made my chest tighten.
With a bitter expression, I swallowed the sigh that was about to escape, hugged the egg tightly, and increased the temperature of my Ignition Organ.

It's been two months since I started incubating this egg. During that time, I've lived with it constantly against my body.
Eating, bathing, sleeping—everything.

Even though the egg is sturdy, going outside means too many things to worry about, so I don't leave the house.
I need to keep incubating the egg for at least eight more months until the child hatches.

I thought I could do anything for my child, but I still felt a bit anxious.
After a moment of hesitation, I decided to just ask.

"...What happens if the egg gets cold?"

The answer to this question—which should never, ever happen—came back surprisingly calmly.

[Even though it hasn't been born yet, a dragon is still a dragon. It wouldn't die even if you threw it onto a glacier. However, since its bloodline isn't pure, if exposed to extreme cold, it would instinctively realize it's not time yet and enter hibernation.]

"So it won't die..."

That single reassurance gave me great comfort.
Of course, just because it won't die doesn't mean I'll be careless about incubating the egg. Absolutely, absolutely not.

It was enough to confirm that such a terrible thing—never seeing my child again because of my mistake—wouldn't happen.

With a lighter feeling, I hugged the egg a bit more firmly and stroked it with my palm.
It was warm like a well-heated stone, which was kind of funny, and the fact that my child was inside this egg was so amazing that I couldn't help but smile.

"My baby. Is Mommy's embrace warm enough?"

[It's warm thanks to your Ignition Organ, but with no breasts, it must be hard. Like what you humans call a stone bed.]

*This damn—*

I almost said something harsh in response to that unnecessary comment in my head, but I held back, thinking the child might hear.
As I took a deep breath to calm myself, the door suddenly opened with a thud, and cool air rushed into the room.

"Sia, I'm back."

The person who opened the door was Hyun, carrying a mountain of pizza boxes.
Of course, he was the only one who would come in here.

"You're home early today."

"No, I'm just dropping off the pizza and heading right back."

Hyun said that while showing off five pizza boxes with a shrug.
Who's going to eat all that? Me, obviously. It's not like the egg has a mouth.

Keeping my Ignition Organ burning from the moment I wake up until I go to sleep is no easy task.
Just as a bonfire needs fuel to burn, I need to consume that many calories to keep my Ignition Organ going.

*And every day at that...*

Thanks to this, I've become nauseated at the mere sight of pineapple pizza, which I used to love.
While I was sighing internally, Hyun came over and put the pizza down in front of me.

The smell of cheese and oil, mixed with the sweet scent of pineapple and spicy aromas, teased my nostrils.

*Ugh...*

I almost gagged for a moment, but I couldn't do that in front of food he'd bought for me, so I held it in.
Other pregnant women have morning sickness during pregnancy, but why am I having it after giving birth?

"Thanks, Hyun."

"It's nothing. You're working hard too, so I should at least do this. Do you need anything else? What do you want for dinner?"

"Hmm... How about hamburgers for a change? What time will you be home?"

"I'll be back before dinner, don't worry."

As he said that with a smile, sweat was streaming down his forehead.
This level of heat is nothing to me, but it's clearly too much for Hyun.

"Okay. You should go, it must be hot for you."

As I said that with a smile, Hyun came closer and planted a kiss on my forehead.
The room is already extremely hot, so how hot must my body be, having created such a room?

Surprised by the sudden forehead kiss, I stared at him with wide eyes as he vigorously rubbed his lips with his palm.

"Pfft! Ow, hot...!"

"Hehehe, of course it's hot. You could probably cook meat on my forehead right now."

"Should we change dinner to meat then? We could make skewers by sticking them on your horns."

I chuckled at Hyun's words and shook my head.

"Get out."

"Okay, sorry."

Just as my morning sickness came late, my sensitivity is also at its peak now.

[Don't you think it's just your nasty personality?]

Ah, maybe it's because I have a mother-in-law attached to me 24 hours a day.
If she weren't actually helping with the egg, I would have detached her long ago.

"Mom is only surviving thanks to our baby..."

I sighed deeply, hugged the egg tightly, and gently rocked back and forth like in a rocking chair.

* * *

The egg's growth was much faster than I expected.
Why am I saying this? Because the egg started moving just three months after I began incubating it.

You might think, how much can an egg move? But it actually moves a tremendous amount.
The other day, when I got up briefly to get some water, it almost rolled off the bed and under it...

*I really thought my heart was going to drop...*

It would have been fortunate if only my heart dropped—I felt like all my blood drained away, along with my heart, liver, everything.
Just thinking about that moment gives me goosebumps, but I was also extremely happy.

"Our baby is really energetic, huh~"

Well... it meant that the fruit of our love was healthy without any problems.
As I giggled "hehehe" and gently stroked my treasure, the egg moved slightly.

"Wow...! It moved again! Hehehe... Isn't our Yong-Yong-Ie a genius?"

Oh, Yong-Yong-Ie is the baby's prenatal name.
You might wonder why I'm using a prenatal name when I've already given birth and the baby is inside an egg, but who cares?
It's cute. That's all that matters.

[You laugh so easily.]

"Who wouldn't be happy knowing their child is healthy? Oh, Yong-Yong-Ie agrees too. Look how much it's moving. Hehehehe..."

[My goodness, your child would be shocked if it could see your face right now. How can a dragon laugh so frivolously?]

"Say whatever you want~"

By now, I was unfazed by the nagging of my mother-in-law dragon, who provided both help and stress.
Because our baby is moving! You know what? Our baby moves after just three months. Isn't that like mastering rolling over at three months?

No, it's even better—since it hasn't hatched yet, it's learned to move before even being born.
Of course, all it can do is wiggle inside the egg, but still, it's moving. Our baby is a genius.

Hmm. If it moves inside an egg, should we call it egg movement instead of fetal movement? Whatever.
As I was hugging the egg tightly and laughing "frivolously" as someone put it—

Knock knock—

There was a knock at the door.

*Who could it be at this hour?*

It was just past noon, around 2 PM. Hyun wouldn't have come back...
There's really no one who should be visiting, so who is it? As I blinked in confusion.

"Yes~ Who is it~"

I called out since I couldn't move while holding the egg.

"Grandma's here."

Hearing the familiar voice from beyond the door, my body froze.
Ah. Right.
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I hadn't expected Grandmother to show up, and her sudden appearance left me stunned.
Grandmother suddenly appearing here? Why? It's not that I didn't want to see her, but it was a little... no, very surprising.

"G-Grandmother?"

"Oh my, Grandma's here."

Well, I'm the only one home right now. That's right.

Why don't I just go out to greet her?
Because I can't be separated from my egg even for a moment, and I can't invite Grandmother into my room either.

Some might say, "What's so hard about stepping out for a moment to open the door?" But that's just because they don't understand.
My surprisingly intelligent Yong-Yong-Ie somehow senses the moment I step away and starts moving.

Didn't I mention? Last time when I got up for a moment to get water, it almost rolled off the bed.
"Why not just carry the egg with you?" That doesn't work either.

The egg needs 80 degrees to incubate, which means my body temperature is at least 80 degrees.
I can endure this because I have dragon blood, but other people would get burned just by touching me.

And I can't invite Grandmother into the room. Even Hyun complains about the heat when he touches my body, and he sweats profusely when he enters the room. Bringing Grandmother into such a place? I really don't know what would happen.

It's not like I want to keep Grandmother waiting outside...

"Are you in there? Can I come in?"

"J-just a moment! Really, just a moment!"

"What are you doing in there?"

I blocked Grandmother as she tried to enter the room without hesitation.
If she came in now, she would obviously get hurt.

Well, maybe not injured, but definitely not unaffected.
As I mentioned earlier, the room temperature is over 80 degrees.

"I'll be out in a minute, please wait just a moment!"

"Alright, I'll be in the kitchen organizing the things I brought. Take your time coming out."

After hearing Grandmother's confirmation, I sighed in relief and called Hyun.

"Pick up quickly..."

Ring, ring... The connection tone continued for a while, probably because he was busy with work.

*Why does this always happen at times like this...*

Just as I was biting my lip anxiously—

[When it's time for it to move on its own, it's fine to reduce the heat for a short while. If you gradually reduce the warmth from now on, it will help develop the ignition organ. It's starting to learn how to generate heat on its own.]

"What?"

Why is he telling me such important information only now, when he usually meddles in everything?
As I was mentally cursing him out, I felt a tingling sensation between my horns.

It was a familiar feeling. This sensation meant "I'm hanging up because you're being noisy."
He really only does this when it's inconvenient for him. What a jerk. Not even a dragon. More like a flying lizard.

Zzzap!

"Ugh...!"

Really, what a flying lizard... So petty.
I sighed deeply, and then Hyun's voice came through as the connection tone ended.

[Oh, what's up at this hour? Do you need something?]

"I didn't call because I needed anything in particular. Are you very busy?"

[I'm at a site right now, so a little? Why?]

"Mmm, it's nothing. I just wanted to hear your voice. You seem busy, so I'll hang up now."

[Huh? Oh, okay...]

With that, I ended the call.
Right. I shouldn't bother my hardworking husband with something like this.

I nodded and sighed deeply.

"Yong-Yong-Ie, shall we go see Grandmother?"

Whether it was responding to my voice or actually understanding what I said, the egg gently shook at the mention of going to see Grandmother.
Well, either way, the fact that it responded is enough.

Smiling broadly, I put down my phone, stroked Yong-Yong-Ie, and took a deep breath in and out to cool down my ignition organ.
An incredible amount of heat escaped through my teeth, and my body cooled down rapidly.

Yong-Yong-Ie, nestled in my arms, shook violently as if surprised by my body gradually cooling down, but after I stroked it a few times reassuringly, it quickly calmed down.

"Hmm... This should be just warm now, right?"

I'd returned to normal human body temperature, but after maintaining such a high temperature for so long, I wasn't sure if this was correct.
My body felt a bit chilly...

"It should be fine."

Thinking that good enough was good enough, I picked up Yong-Yong-Ie and went outside.
How did I open the door? Wings. I've used them so much lately that I can use them like hands now.

When I opened the door with a whoosh—almost like opening a wet sauna door—hot air and steam escaped outside.

Even Grandmother, who was in the kitchen, was so startled by this heat that she rushed to the room.
Having become accustomed to such temperatures after living in them for four months, I wasn't bothered at all, but Grandmother clearly wasn't used to it.

...No. I guess becoming accustomed to such temperatures is beyond common sense in the first place?

"Oh my goodness... Did you come out of there? Aren't you hot?"

"I'm fine! This temperature doesn't bother me at all. You know how tough I am!"

Despite my words, Grandmother still looked unconvinced.
I considered showing her that I could breathe fire, but I just smiled and let it go.

"I'm really okay."

As I smiled broadly, Grandmother, who had been standing silently in front of me, went to the kitchen, soaked a cloth in water, and came back to wipe my face.

"That's cold!"

"Your body is burning up! Are you really okay?"

"Really, really, I'm fine. This level of heat is nothing to me. I can even breathe fire."

Though I said it seriously, Grandmother just smiled wryly with a face that said, "Sure, sure, whatever you say."
As she continued wiping my face, Grandmother touched my cheek and sighed deeply.

"Oh my... How did my baby become half of what she was... Are you eating properly?"

"Um... I eat so well it's actually a problem."

Despite my honest answer, Grandmother clearly didn't believe me.
It's true though... My food expenses have doubled recently...

Of course, I couldn't tell her the truth.
If Grandmother found out that I was eating fast food three meals a day to maintain my caloric intake, Hyun would get an earful.

"You had a baby and you're taking care of it alone, and you're eating what? Pizza and hamburgers for three meals a day? Does that make any sense?"

That's probably what she would say.
I smiled bitterly to myself and nuzzled my forehead against Grandmother's hand.

Grandmother's touch, which I hadn't felt in a very long time, was still warm and comforting.
Of course, my body temperature was much higher than hers, but I don't mean it in that sense—it was the kind of warmth that made my heart feel at ease.

As she smiled and wiped my face, Grandmother looked down at Yong-Yong-Ie in my arms.
Though she didn't say anything, her expression showed considerable confusion.

Even the doctor was surprised, so it's natural for Grandmother to be shocked.

"Is this... your baby?"

"Hehe, yes. Despite how it looks, it understands what we say and can move too."

Smiling, I stroked Yong-Yong-Ie and looked at Grandmother, who hesitated for a moment before reaching out to stroke it as well.
Actually, it was more like she just placed her hand on it.

In response, Yong-Yong-Ie gently shook as if answering her.
Grandmother must have felt it too, as her eyes widened and she slowly stroked Yong-Yong-Ie.

"How did such a small body produce something so big..."

With that small murmur, I realized.
The reason Grandmother was surprised wasn't because her great-grandchild was an egg, but because I had laid such a large egg.

"Wasn't it painful...?"

"It did hurt, but I'm okay. It wasn't pain without reason—it was pain for my child."

When I smiled and said this, Grandmother smiled wryly and stroked my head.
I can say this now, but thinking back to when I laid Yong-Yong-Ie, my whole body still feels sore.

"You went through a lot. You really went through a lot."

I'd heard this many times from Hyun too, but it felt completely different coming from Grandmother.
I remember smiling and saying I was fine back then, but strangely, my chest felt tight now and tears welled up.

Grandmother hugged me tightly and stroked my head.
While I was delighted and happy with her warmth, Yong-Yong-Ie seemed a bit uncomfortable with the hug and shook its body.

That was both funny and cute, so I laughed while crying.

"Why are you crying again, hmm?"

"Just happy to see Grandma..."

As I forced a smile and answered, Grandmother laughed softly and stroked my head.
My stomach growled tactlessly at the savory smell of oil wafting from the kitchen.

"Oh my, I need to feed my baby."

Though a bit embarrassed, I nodded happily.

After that, I ate a home-cooked meal prepared by Grandmother instead of fast food for the first time in a long while, and while Grandmother watched the egg for a bit, I stretched my stiff body...

"Do babies normally move around a lot when they're little?"

I listened to Grandmother's childcare stories and various advice about raising children.

"Well, babies cry when they're hungry, cry when they poop, and spend all day crawling around from the moment they open their eyes in the morning until they close them at night."

"What if they get hurt while moving around like that? What if they fall off the bed? Wouldn't that be terrible?"

"Children grow up getting hurt. And people, well, they don't die easily. Besides, your child is, what was it, a dragon child? It must be even tougher."

Unlike the nagging disguised as advice from certain people, this was both helpful and pleasant.
As soon as I thought that, I felt another tingling sensation between my horns, but having experienced it often, I could mostly ignore it.

"By the way, is the baby a boy or a girl?"

"Seeing how energetic it is, I think it might be a boy."

As we were talking like this—

Clunk!

"I'm home...! Oh?"

"Is that my son-in-law?"

Hyun, who had brought a pile of pizzas as usual, came face to face with Grandmother.

"But what's that in your hands? Pizza...?"

"Ah, that..."

Grandmother's gaze slowly darkened.
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The temperature in the house dropped instantly when Hyun arrived with pizza.

Just moments ago, the atmosphere had been warm and cozy like returning to a countryside home after a long time, but it suddenly turned as sharp as a congressional hearing.

Hyun, who had bought pizza for me, instantly became a major criminal for feeding fast food to his wife whose body was weakened after childbirth.

"Um..."

Perhaps his instincts honed through years of social life were sounding an alarm, because as soon as Hyun made eye contact with Grandmother, he quietly placed the pizza on the table, approached her, and knelt down.

I was about to immediately step in and defend Hyun, but when Grandmother's glaring eyes turned toward me, I knelt down beside him.

"...Haah."

Grandmother looked at the stacked pizza boxes as if she had a headache and let out a deep sigh.

Aren't grandmothers supposed to interpret "I'm hungry" from their grandchildren as "I'm on the verge of starvation"? With that much love, what would a grandmother think seeing her granddaughter eating nothing but fast food for every meal?

Especially when Grandmother already considered MSG and fast food as "unhealthy food." And what if her only granddaughter, who gave birth less than half a year ago, was eating like that?

"I don't suppose you bought all that to eat by yourself. You bought it to feed Sia, didn't you?"

"Yes, well... Sia said she wanted to eat it..."

"Just because she wants it, you feed her something that's not good for her body? And not just one or two, but that many pizzas?"

Though she wasn't raising her voice or getting angry, her calm questioning itself was terrifying.
Why am I scared too? Well, I'm sitting next to Hyun getting scolded, that's why.

"And you, no matter how delicious something is, you should eat healthy food, not just anything you want."

"I'm sorry..."

At times like this, it's better to apologize than make excuses.
Grandmother isn't scolding because she's really angry, but because she's concerned.

And when someone is scolding you to eat healthier, you can't exactly say, "I'll eat whatever I want!"

Sure enough, after we meekly admitted our fault and looked dejected, Grandmother sighed deeply and shook her head.

"Fine, get up. You'll hurt your knees staying like that."

At Grandmother's words, we carefully stood up, and she looked at me and sighed deeply again.

"Sigh... I'm sorry I haven't been taking good care of you."

It's true that I hadn't kept in touch with Grandmother much, what with everything from Harmageddon to pregnancy and childbirth keeping me busy.
But that was entirely my fault for forgetting, not Grandmother's fault at all.

Besides, hadn't the Harmageddon situation ended quite a while ago?
Wait, so it was purely my fault?

My conscience began to punch me with a smirk as I realized how late this revelation was.
Feeling the stinging guilt, I managed my upset stomach and hugged Grandmother.

"Not keeping in touch was my fault. How could it be your fault...?"

"I should have contacted you too. I'm sorry."

It seemed I wasn't the only one feeling guilty, as Hyun also stepped forward to comfort Grandmother.
Fortunately, our sincerity seemed to get through, and Grandmother quickly recovered to her usual self.

After confirming the atmosphere had lightened, I explained to Grandmother in great detail why I wanted—no, needed—to eat pizza.

My ignition organ is like a furnace, and to fuel it, I need firewood—that is, an enormous amount of calories—and if I tried to get all that from healthy food, we couldn't afford it. That's how it is.

To be honest, the calories I need to fuel my ignition organ for two full days is at least 30,000 calories. That's about the equivalent of eating four large pizzas for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

If I were to get this from what Grandmother calls "healthy food"—
Take samgyetang, the most representative food for when your body is weak, which is probably about 900 calories. I'd need to eat 32 bowls of it.

Twelve pizzas versus 32 bowls. That's almost a threefold difference.

Converting that to money... whew. It's only because Hyun has earned a lot of money that we can manage this. Otherwise, we would have filed for bankruptcy long ago. And just because of food expenses.

"You really do eat like a cow. No, even more than a cow. More than a cow."

"Hehe..."

Since I really do eat like a cow—no joke—I had nothing to say in my defense and could only laugh awkwardly. Grandmother patted Hyun's shoulder.

"You must have it tough."

"No, what hardship do I have? Sia has it much harder taking care of the baby every day."

"That's nice of you to say. But, can you manage the food expenses?"

Anyone could tell her words carried the implicit meaning of "Should I help out?" so Hyun immediately waved his hands in refusal.

"Sia does eat a lot, but it's still within what I can afford with my income. I was a former S-Class Hero, remember? You remember that, right?"

"Hmm... yes."

That's a relief. I almost became an unfilial daughter, making excuses about being busy, forgetting to keep in touch, and then taking money for food expenses.
That would have been nuclear fusion-level fire attribute filial impiety.

Nothing particularly special happened after that. If I had to mention something, it would be Grandmother's shock at watching me force down the pizza Hyun had bought to meet my calorie needs.

After eating four pizzas by myself, I moistened my throat with water.

Why water and not cola? Because Grandmother absolutely opposed cola as truly harmful with no benefits whatsoever, so I had no choice but to drink water.

It was a bit disappointing, but what could I do?
As I was thinking this while drinking water—

"Have you ever thought about doing one of those mukbangs?"

"Kuhup...!"

I choked on my water at the unexpected suggestion.
I almost sprayed it through my nose, so I sniffled and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

"My goodness, no one's going to take you away. Drink slowly."

I made a sour face as Grandmother wiped my mouth while saying that.

"Grandmother, you know about mukbangs?"

I never expected Grandmother of all people to suggest I try doing a mukbang.
I'm not underestimating her, but elderly people don't usually enjoy watching mukbangs and such things.

"Hehe... I was watching TV the other day and saw a young woman happily eating a table full of meat, and it reminded me of when I used to take you to barbecue restaurants. So I started watching them. They say you can earn a lot of money too."

"That's right. Why don't you give it a try now? If the computer is an issue, I can order one made with heat-resistant materials from a technician. Remember? There's furniture made specifically for Heroes. It's now available for civilian use—"

Seeing his chance, Hyun also started persuading me to try doing a mukbang, following Grandmother's lead.

Actually, this isn't the first time I've received such a suggestion. Besides Grandmother and Hyun, Ha-Young unnie and Ryu Hwa have also suggested I try mukbangs.

I refused back then because it was before I laid eggs, and after my body rhythm changed—with molting happening only once a year—I didn't eat that much... but now it's different.

*Should I really give it a try...?*

I still can't leave the house because I need to incubate the egg, but unlike before, I don't need to keep my ignition organ hot all day.

So, in that brief time, doing a mukbang while replenishing calories... might not be a bad idea.
No, considering the food expenses, it might actually be much better.

I'm not confident, but if it can ease Hyun's burden even a little, I should do it.
With that determination, I looked up.

"Well, should I give it a try?"

Eating happily. Eating deliciously. I don't really understand those concepts.
But eating a lot? That I can do. However...

"Yes, I don't know much about it, but let me know when you start doing mukbangs. I'll watch often. Oh, what are you thinking of eating first? When I watched before, they bought a lot of meat and ate it—"

"Then I'll need to ask a technician I know about various things. Let me make a call. Oh, we'll need cameras too if you're going to do mukbangs."

*This seems to be getting bigger than I thought...*

Grandmother smiled and told me about the mukbang videos she had watched, while Hyun, without giving me a chance to back out, immediately called and ordered everything from a streaming computer to cameras.

I can understand Grandmother being excited and talking about various things, but...

"Yes. Oh, so that camera you mentioned earlier is better? But at that price, wouldn't it be better to just buy a broadcast camera? Yeah. Ah, I see?"

...I didn't expect Hyun to be discussing equipment so seriously.
He must have been quite burdened by my food expenses, even though he pretended not to be.

*Well, of course he'd be burdened with how much I eat...*

My conscience pricked me, making my stomach churn, but I forced a smile and stroked Yong-Yong-Ie in my arms.
Come to think of it, when Yong-Yong-Ie hatches, it will probably eat as much as I do. Since it's growing, it might even eat more than me.

"And—"

This isn't the time to back out because it feels burdensome.
For our child, I needed to work harder.

"Since it's the first meal, how about something special? Something more extravagant, like a whole cow. My teeth are strong, so I can eat even tough meat."

To keep our Yong-Yong-Ie well-fed and full, I'll have to work harder.
As I thought this and actively stepped forward, Yong-Yong-Ie in my arms wiggled as if cheering me on.

Thank you, baby, Mommy will do her best...!
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In this world where nothing is easy, there's one profession people tend to underestimate and dive into recklessly, only to get burned—content creators, especially Neotubers.

"How hard can being a creator be? Just film something fun, edit it, and upload it, right?"

Those who started with that mindset are already dead. Or they got lucky and blew up after being blessed by the algorithm.

Excluding those rare cases of success through luck, being a creator requires tremendous effort.

First, you need to keep up with ever-changing trends, understand what makes people laugh, create clean edits that aren't tiring to watch, and prepare attention-grabbing titles and thumbnails.

On top of that, you need to constantly generate new content ideas—it's no ordinary challenge.

...That's what Hyun explained to me.

"There's definitely a lot to prepare."

"I'm just telling you all this because I'm worried, but with your ability to grab attention, you'll blow up quickly."

Hyun smiled bitterly as he looked at the mountain of beef piled behind me.
It was the "whole cow" I had discussed with Grandmother before.

Of course, I didn't bring an actual whole cow—I brought it butchered and processed.
Minus the head and organs.

No matter how much people enjoy provocative content, bringing a freshly slaughtered whole cow would be off-putting.

Actually, before the disgust, YouTube might censor or restrict it as violent or graphic content.
So I brought a total of 187kg of meat, bones, and organs, minus the head.

"Looking at it now, this is no joke... Can you really eat all this?"

"Hmm... it's a lot, but if I warm up my Ignition Organ slowly, I should be able to eat it all."

Oh, wait. Ignition Organ... I just had a good idea.
I smiled and started recording the video.

* * *

"Hwaaaaah..."

I greeted the rather late morning with a long yawn.
My head throbbed slightly from oversleeping, but even that felt wonderful.

Why? Because I'm finally enjoying a long-awaited vacation!
If I were an extrovert, I might have gone clubbing or traveled with friends, but that's not me.

*Home is the best...*

Going out or traveling would drain my energy rather than heal me—what frozen hell of a vacation would that be?
If I took time off to recover from accumulated fatigue and replenish my energy, I should rest quietly at home.

Hehehe, I chuckled softly and lay on the bed, turning on my phone.
11:13 AM. Normally, I'd be handling work while waiting for lunch, but not today.

I'm still in bed! And I just woke up!
For others, this would be beyond tardiness—it would be an unexcused absence. But not for me! It's vacation!

No need for troublesome makeup! No need to squeeze into hellish commuter trains! No Manager Kim giving me dirty looks, no junior colleague picking unnecessary fights!

"Hehehehit... Keuuuuu!!"

Happiness made me laugh spontaneously. Overcome with endorphins, I thrashed about on the bed, kicking off my blanket.
After writhing around until my head felt slightly hot, my stomach growled—grrrr.

Normally I'd despair at having to eat the same pork stir-fry again, but I'll say it once more: I'm on vacation!
The fact that I can eat whatever I want! And the time is perfect—11:14 AM! Just when restaurants are opening.

"Hehe, I'll order delivery since I'm feeling lazy..."

I immediately opened the delivery app and browsed through various menus and restaurants, but...

*Nothing looks appealing...*

Mala hot pot? It would taste good, but putting that in my stomach first thing in the morning is a bit...
I don't want pork cutlet. It's the second most frequent meal I eat, so just looking at it makes me queasy.

Tteokbokki would be tasty, but it's not quite right as a proper meal... Though I used to devour it as a student...
Pasta... ordering pasta when eating alone feels weird... Chicken wouldn't be bad, but the price is terrible.

After much deliberation, I sighed deeply, unable to reach a decision.

"There's nothing to eat, nothing at all..."

After pouting and flipping through menus for a while, I finally gave up and opened YouTube.
Pictures on delivery apps all look similar, but videos are different.

[Mukbang]

Nothing better than this for choosing what to eat.
Smiling, I searched and immediately saw mukbang videos I'd already watched several times filling the screen from top to bottom.

"Beef intestines... Ugh, pork cutlet. 10kg of tripe? Wow... they eat so much. Top 10 eating scenes in film history?"

The last one intrigued me, but when I clicked on it and immediately saw an old movie where someone grabbed live octopus with bare hands and chewed it whole, I closed the video.

After that, many videos appeared—whole salmon, cold noodles, world's spiciest kimchi, newly released chicken—but nothing particularly appealed to me.

"Huh? What's this?"

The first thing that caught my eye was the face of a blonde girl with horns, smiling brightly.
If it had just been a girl, I would have thought "how cute" and scrolled past.

But the mountain of meat piled behind her stopped my scrolling finger.
At first, I thought they'd used Photoshop to enlarge meat images for the thumbnail, but no.

It was literally meat piled like a mountain.
So much that it distorted the perspective. Glancing at the title:

[I ate an entire 187kg cow by myself! 1:23:06]
7.4K views · 2 hours ago

"Whaaaat?! No way!"

It was such an absurd video that I cursed involuntarily.
This tiny girl eating all that meat? Several times her own body weight, all by herself?

I clicked on the video thinking I'd criticize how YouTube has gone too far with provocative content, wasting meat and exploiting a child.

And the first thing I saw was...

[Whoosh—]
[Munch, mmm. How is it? "Breath Tataki."]

A girl breathing fire to grill meat.
...How could I resist watching that?

So somehow I started watching the video. For the first 10 minutes, I chuckled at the chemistry between the girl and the PD filming her. When she started eating, I was surprised by how well she ate.

[Nom nom... Mmmmm~! Meat really should be grilled whole!]
[Is it that delicious? Let me have just one bite.]
[No, I don't want to~ It won't make good footage if I don't eat it all myself. You can eat separately later.]

The girl's playful refusal was a bit vexing, but more than that, it was cute.
If she were genuinely refusing, she would have frowned, but it seemed more like teasing a close friend.

And she wasn't actually refusing—she even grilled meat and fed it to the PD. How could anyone dislike that?

"She's cute..."

Just watching her made me smile warmly. But after the video passed the 30-minute mark, I noticed something strange.

[Is this sirloin?]
[No, that's flank steak.]
[Oh, brisket? Ah, I want brisket.]
[You're the only person who would say they want meat while eating meat.]

*Why... isn't her eating speed slowing down?*

At first, I thought she was eating aggressively because the meat was delicious. But no matter how tasty, people usually get full and slow down.
But this girl showed no signs of slowing.

[Whoosh—]
[Munch, mmm. How is it? "Breath Tataki." I grilled it whole.]
[Hmm... it seems a bit tough to me.]
[Really? It's fine for me. Ahhh...]
[That's because your teeth are cheating.]

It was shocking to see her grill the supposedly tough flank steak whole, grab it with both hands, and tear into it.
And when the video passed the 50-minute mark, I was astonished.

"Wow...! She's really going to eat it all by herself?!"

The pile of meat plates behind the girl was starting to show the bottom.

[You're already almost done. Aren't you full?]
[Mmm? Whaf? I'm shtill eafing.]
[Finish eating before you talk.]

Her chewing with her mouth full of meat was cute, but it was also amazing that food was still fitting into that small body.

*But why does it look so delicious...?*

After the shock passed, I swallowed involuntarily.
It made sense. I'd been watching her grill and eat beef cuts in various ways.

Without realizing it, I'd been watching for so long that the clock was approaching 1 PM.
It was past mealtime and my appetite had awakened, so of course I was hungry.

"Beef..."

It's a bit expensive, but since I'm on vacation, maybe I'll have beef for lunch?
I opened the delivery app while still watching the girl eating.

That day, sales at beef restaurants skyrocketed.

[I ate an entire 187kg cow by myself! 1:23:06]
110K views · 4 hours ago

And the view count for the mukbang video of the blonde Dragon girl who could eat incredibly well also skyrocketed.
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I started making mukbang videos for no extraordinary reason. It was partly to ease Hyun's burden, and partly because I already ate a lot anyway.

No joke, if Grandmother hadn't suggested I try making mukbangs, I wouldn't have even thought of it, let alone started. When you have your first child, a baby you can't bear to be separated from for even a moment, how could you possibly think about anything else?

There are plenty of videos of people eating a lot besides mine, not to mention simple mukbangs. I was an ultra-micro creator with only five subscribers: me, Hyun, Grandmother, Ryu Hwa, and Ha-Young unnie. That's it.

I might be called a "creator," but I was basically just an ordinary person. With that kind of account and that kind of person uploading videos, I thought even if the views were good, they'd max out in the thousands.

You might say I was being too negative after just starting, but expecting to blow up with your first video would be even more unreasonable.

With that mindset starting my Neotuber channel, I didn't have high expectations even when Hyun called me an attention magnet.

But I overlooked one thing: there's only one video of a woman with wings and horns who breathes fire to grill meat and then devours 180 kilograms of it.

"...Am I seeing these numbers wrong?"

"That's what I was trying to tell you."

[Ate an Entire 187 kg Cow by Myself! 1:23:06]
210,000 views · 11 hours ago

The video had surpassed 200,000 views in less than a day after uploading.
If it had been a Shorts video, that would be one thing, but this was a video nearly an hour and a half long pulling in this many views.

I couldn't believe my eyes.
It was that unbelievable... well, not impossible, but truly unbelievable that this had happened.

How was this even possible?
Did I hit the algorithm jackpot? But even with a perfect algorithm, is this really possible?

Blinking in disbelief, I clicked on my video and saw the comment count was also enormous.

1,828 comments
—Came here to criticize food waste but what is this?
—Wow.. you eat so much.. Eating this much can't be good for you, are you okay? I'm worried ^^;;
—34:12 Breath Tataki is so romantic
└This really makes me jealous.
└Isn't this dangerous?
—Hey, isn't this person that one? The Light Dragon? I was wondering how they were living after disappearing, and now I see them again
└How is a blonde woman the Light Dragon?
—How can that much food even fit in a human stomach?
└Probably not human lol
└Looking at the horns and wings, definitely not human
—How are human teeth sharper than knives;;
└For real;; I pulled down my pants then pulled them back up
└Please hold your breath for a year
└@nnongjjukk go die it's disgusting
└Here comes the morality police lol
└@nnongjjukk is that your disgusting profile pic again?

There was hardly any discussion about the food itself, but even accounting for that, the numbers were incredible.
Wondering if someone had shared my coordinates, I searched online and found my video posted on various community sites.

[LOL Woman Sets New World Record for Eating a Lot][1658]

"So that's why the views exploded..."

When they said my very existence was attention-grabbing, they weren't kidding.
This one post alone couldn't have caused all this. People who saw it shared it elsewhere, and those people shared it again...

With the massive influx of traffic, I naturally hit the algorithm and the views skyrocketed.
Switching back to YouTube, I saw my channel had somehow surpassed 3,000 subscribers.

It was a small number compared to the views, but for now, it was enough.

"Got to strike while the iron is hot, right?"

"You're filming again?"

"Yeah. It's a bit late, but perfect for a late-night snack."

It was exactly 10 PM. If I started eating now and edited quickly...
I could upload another video today.

By editing, I don't mean using a professional editor—just cutting out unnecessary gaps here and there, which doesn't take long.

"But what are you going to eat?"

"Pizza."

Of course, just eating a lot of pizza wouldn't grab attention.
But as luck would have it... I had something that would definitely get people talking.

"Hawaiian pizza with double pineapple topping. That should be attention-grabbing enough, right?"

"You might cause a riot with that."

"But it'll get attention, right? Strike while the iron is hot."

"This isn't iron, it's a tsunami."

Grinning at Hyun's comment, I ordered my usual pizza.

Honestly, I hesitated because pizza was what I ate almost every day while carrying Yong-Yong-Ie, but after eating meat this morning, my appetite had returned, so I went ahead and ordered it.

"Sigh... I can't help it. Fine."

"Thanks. I'll go cuddle Yong-Yong-Ie for a bit and be right back!"

I hugged Hyun tightly, kissed his cheek and lips a few times, then scurried off to my room.

* * *

The world of Neotubers is ruthless.

Even if you somehow catch the algorithm's favor and blow up, if you don't strike while the iron is hot, you can fizzle out like a candle in the wind.

Of course, consistently uploading videos is more important, but uploading more when you have massive traffic is also crucial.

But that's easier said than done. You need to find content, select good scenes, edit, and produce quality videos—all of which takes at least a few hours.

That's true even for gaming videos, let alone mukbangs.
Especially mukbangs where you eat enormous quantities in one sitting.

Uploading even one such mukbang video a day is impressive.
Most people would think so.

But here, a small Neotuber who started with just 5 subscribers shattered those expectations.

[Notification]
New video uploaded by EatTillFull: [Everyone Hates It, But I Think It's Delicious! Late Night Snack: 5 Pineapple Pizzas!]
10 minutes ago.

The woman who had devoured over 180 kilograms of beef by herself at 9 AM uploaded a new video less than a day later.
And at the late hour of 1 AM, no less.

The perfect time for night owls, students working late on assignments, and office workers doing overtime to get hungry.

When you're just hungry enough to want something but not enough to cook a proper meal, so you either starve or order delivery—that's when she uploaded a late-night snack video.

"What."

And a pineapple pizza video at that.

With my brain half-functioning while listening to music and working on overdue assignments, I blinked at the notification of a new video.

Normally, I would have ignored it and just cleared the notification.
But the title was impossible to ignore, and it caught my eye immediately.

"Isn't this the kid who ate 180 kilograms of beef earlier today?"

She ate all that in the morning and is eating again at this hour?
And five pizzas at that? Wait, what kind of pizza?

"Pineapple pizza."

There's no greater heresy. It's the ultimate betrayal. How can anyone eat pineapple pizza?

I can't let this slide. I'm definitely not watching this video to take a break from my assignment—I'm going to see the face of someone who committed such an atrocity as pineapple pizza.

With that thought, I immediately clicked on the video notification.
After a cute animated dragon going "ROAR!" as an intro that wasn't in the first video, what appeared was...

"What the..."

Five pizzas laid out on the table, topped with so many pineapples it was hard to tell if they were pizzas with pineapple or just grilled pineapples.

At first, I was just going to watch for a moment and then close it, but this spectacle... how could I possibly ignore it?

[Is this all? Maybe I should have ordered more. It seems less than I thought.]
[Why, not enough?]
[No, Hy... I mean, you should eat too.]
[Um... no... I'm good. You eat it all.]

I can't stand this.

* * *

Striking while the iron is hot is common sense.
But the video I uploaded to do just that brought in even more traffic.

[Everyone Hates It, But I Think It's Delicious! Late Night Snack: 5 Pineapple Pizzas! 53:12]
10,000 views · 1 hour ago

"Already 10,000 views. I was right to strike while the iron was hot. Look, we've gained another thousand subscribers already."

"Faster isn't always better. More attention means more weird people coming in too."

As I smiled while watching the new video, Hyun expressed his concern.
I'm not oblivious to that. I know how scary people can be when hiding behind anonymity.

Didn't some strange comments appear on the meat-eating video earlier?
But I wasn't particularly worried or bothered.

I'm not excessively positive.

"No matter how weird they get, they're just ordinary people. Compared to Harmageddon with their train attacks, court attacks, and hospital attacks, people who just curse or say weird things are practically saints."

"That's true."

Having been through so much already, hearing strange comments doesn't bother me at all.
With that thought, I scrolled down to the comments section to see what people were saying, and the top comment with the most likes caught my eye.

—12:23 25:33 31:01 44:17 These parts in between seem suspicious, did you spit out the food?
└Definitely suspicious lol
└Hmm;; Is it that obvious
└It's impossible for someone with that body to eat that much in the first place
└lol do you think viewers are stupid? You're obviously faking it

"..."

"...Sia?"

This one stings a bit.
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The next morning, after a restless night—something I hadn't experienced in a long time—I sighed deeply as I scrolled through the comments on my video.

Among thousands of comments, most expressed shock at how much I ate, showed concern for my health, or praised me for being amazing. But like ink splatters on pristine white paper, nasty comments were scattered throughout.

The usual accusations of faking my mukbang were expected, but I also found sexually harassing comments without much difficulty.

"Hmm..."

I rested my chin gently on Yong-Yong-Ie, who was still warm after being cuddled all night, and let out a low sigh.
At first, I was thrilled by the explosive increase in views and likes.

But when the water rises, it naturally brings along muddy water and broken branches.
More viewers meant more hate comments, and this was the result.

—I really want to grab those horns and shake them lol
└That's seriously disgusting
└I just said I wanted to grab the horns and shake them, why so sensitive?lol
└I can tell exactly what kind of person you are by how you talk
└Yeah your mom
└I can tell your home environment by how you resort to family insults

It's an absolute mess.
I've been hiding the hate comments as soon as I spot them to prevent the comment section from becoming a disaster, but with so many new viewers, it's becoming overwhelming.

While I was pondering what to do about this, I heard a thump as Choi Hyun came out of the next room.

"Did you sleep well...?"

"A little."

I answered with a bitter smile at his sleep-roughened voice. Blinking slowly, he rubbed his face and sat down beside me.

"Is it because of those hate comments you saw yesterday?"

"The controversy brought in more views and likes, but also a lot more hate comments."

To be honest, I thought I could laugh off most hate comments—as long as they weren't directly insulting my family.

I figured they were just internet warriors who would never dare say anything to my face in real life.

And that was true.
Even if some lunatic did confront me in person without thinking, it wouldn't matter.

With a body made of material stronger than alloy that could withstand heat rays, I had no fear of losing.
I'd win against anyone else. Let them come if they dare.

"...Are you very angry?"

"Huh? Who? Me? No? I'm not angry at all?"

I blinked at the unexpected question and shook my head.
Angry? Not at all, I'm completely fine right now.

Like I said earlier, the hate comments were just baseless accusations about faking my mukbang, jokes about my "small stomach," or comments like "you look sexy when you open your mouth." They weren't death threats or anything serious, so why would I be angry?

"For someone who claims not to be angry, you're gripping that mouse pretty hard."

At his dubious expression, I finally noticed that the mouse in my hand had been crushed like an aluminum can, and I carefully set it down.

It was too late to insist "I'm not angry" with a straight face.
I swallowed a sigh and gently hugged Yong-Yong-Ie closer.

Maybe having Yong-Yong-Ie right in front of me made me hold back my anger verbally, causing it to manifest physically instead.
...I thought hate comments were nothing, but I guess they bothered me more than I realized.

"Will you be okay?"

After hesitating at his loaded question, I nodded.
I couldn't give up what I'd just started because of a handful of hate comments.

I've overcome the fear of death. Hate comments are nothing.
And for our cute Yong-Yong-Ie, these hate comments mean nothing.

"Times like these are when we need to work even harder. Let's show them that this stuff doesn't bother us at all."

"Right. I'll contact the legal team separately about these hate comments and file a complaint."

That's strange—wasn't this supposed to be about overcoming hate comments and proving I was fine through my videos?
Seeing Choi Hyun staring at the monitor with murderous eyes, I carefully placed my hand on his shoulder.

"Are you okay...?"

"No. What husband would be okay with his wife being sexually harassed? Don't worry. I'll make sure it doesn't affect you."

So he's angry on my behalf.
I looked at him with a warm smile and planted a kiss on his cheek.

"Thank you. I love you. Keep the bed empty tonight?"

"Huh?"

Leaving Choi Hyun surprised, I went back to my room with Yong-Yong-Ie.
It was 6 AM—time to incubate the egg.

After about four hours of incubating, I emerged from the room clutching my growling stomach.
Heating up my ignition organ on an empty stomach really burns calories...

"You're out?"

"Yeah, are you still looking at the comments?"

"No, I finished that an hour ago. I'm doing something else now."

"What else?"

I tried to think if there was anything we needed to do, but nothing came to mind.

Assuming it was work-related, I sat down next to him and looked at the monitor, which showed a female streamer broadcasting live.

"...Hey."

"No, no, it's not what you think! It's absolutely not what you're thinking, so don't misunderstand—just listen first!"

Why is he reacting like that? I'm definitely not angry.
I'm absolutely not angry that my husband is staring at another female streamer.

"What is it then?"

"You were really bothered by those comments about faking your mukbang! So I thought, what if you just show yourself eating live? I was doing market research!"

I had a lot to say, but since he said he was doing it for me, I just pouted and looked back at the screen.
Now I noticed that besides the female streamer, he had several other streamers open in different windows.

"So what did you find?"

"Well... I guess we'll have to try it to know?"

I chuckled at his awkward laugh.

"Is that really all?"

"No, I have plenty to say. Like how you need to pay attention to the chat and interact, how you shouldn't tolerate weird people just because you have few viewers, and so on. But we started this for mukbang, not livestreaming, so I wasn't sure if it was worth mentioning."

"Since we're just doing this once as proof and then stopping?"

"Right. That's why I said we'd have to try it to know. Who knows? Maybe you have a talent for streaming and would prefer eating live rather than recording mukbang videos."

I nodded since he wasn't wrong.

"Should we try it right away? It's almost lunchtime."

"Are you up for it?"

"How hard could it be? It's the same as eating in front of a camera."

"Okay. Let's get ready then."

I nodded at his words and started preparing for the livestream.

Preparation just meant setting up a monitor to view the chat and installing broadcasting software on a computer we didn't usually use.

...I say that, but connecting the camera to the computer and configuring the software turned out to be more complicated than expected. We had to look up videos and guides online, adjusting settings one by one, which took longer than anticipated.

"How is it? Working? Can you see the screen well?"

"Yeah... Oh, it looks good. The sound is clear too. Can you see the chat window on screen?"

"Yes. We just need the chat window to show up, right?"

"Great. Now, let's order some food. What do you want to eat?"

I pondered for a moment at his question.
It wasn't that I couldn't think of anything I wanted—it was that I wanted too many things.

I wanted pizza loaded with cheese, crispy chicken, hamburgers, and after eating so many rich foods lately, I was also craving spicy ramen.

But the problem was that all these options were too ordinary.
My first video showed me eating 187 kilograms of beef, and my second featured a Hawaiian pizza with double pineapple topping.

Naturally, my third video should be equally attention-grabbing. Should I eat a truckload of fermented skate?
Ugh... I don't like that idea—my breath would smell every time I used my Breath...

No, the livestream itself is already attention-grabbing, so I don't need to worry about the menu.
In that case, I should eat what I want!

"Let's have pizza and chicken."

"Sounds good. Pizza—should we order the usual?"

"No, we had that yesterday. Today I want something with lots of cheese. Cheese pizza and pepperoni pizza. And for chicken, all boneless fried chicken."

"Got it. I'll place the order."

I nodded with satisfaction as Choi Hyun immediately opened the delivery app, then stood up from my seat.

"Where are you going?"

"Hmm? I was going to run out and buy some ramen. Do you need anything? I can pick something up while I'm out."

As I tilted my head questioningly, his pupils shook violently.

"What?"

"What do you mean 'what'? They don't deliver ramen, and we can't ask the delivery person to run errands for us."

"No, I mean why are you buying ramen when we're ordering pizza and chicken? You're not planning to mix them together, are you?"

Looking at his trembling pupils, I smiled sweetly.

"...You're not, right?"

"I'll be right back~"

With those words, I flew out of the house to the nearby mart.
Pichira. That bizarre food combination I saw back in my school days should be enough to grab attention.
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Who do you think watches Neotube the most?

Security guards who protect homes better than anyone? Students who come to relieve study stress? Office workers trying to escape their mental and physical fatigue? Housewives looking for household tips?

No, all wrong.

The people who watch Neotube the most in this world are none other than Neotube creators, streamers who make it their profession, and editors who make their living from videos.

Some people watch for entertainment, but most watch Neotube to get brilliant ideas or conduct market research.

They watch again and again. They might find ideas or concepts they can use.
This girl was one of those people.

"Sigh..."

The girl is a streamer who focuses on gaming and communication. Or rather, "was" a streamer would be more appropriate in this case.
For someone whose MBTI test revealed she was an extreme introvert among introverts, being a streamer presented a wall too big and too high to climb.

Still, she didn't want to give up on video work after all her effort, so she switched to being an editor, but...

[For the 2:11 section, I think what you sent before fits better... Sorry for mentioning it late, but could you please change it back to what we did before? 😅]

"Sigh... Again..."

Nothing in life is easy, but working as an editor was harder than the girl had imagined.
Like most subcontracted work, she had to accommodate the client's demands as much as possible, and people's minds are as fickle as reeds.

So she revised and revised again, submitted second and third drafts, only to go back to the first one.
Literally spending all day watching videos to find editing points was absolutely miserable.

It would have been different if she could just give up cleanly, but she couldn't, which made it even harder.
But what could she do? If you want to make a living, you have to do things you don't want to do.

"Good thing I saved what I did before..."

With a deep sigh, she sent the completed second draft by email again and leaned back against her soft chair.

*When will this ever end?*

She often thought about starting streaming again.
But whenever she did, she would watch videos of her past broadcasts.

Click, click.

7.4K views · 3 years ago
9.2K views · 3 years ago
10K views · 3 years ago
2.7K views · 3 years ago

The videos she uploaded back then had decent view counts, probably because she uploaded them when streaming was trending.
While not as many as famous Neotubers, it certainly wasn't a small number.

But that was just a momentary flash of success.

447 views · 1 year ago
668 views · 1 year ago
1K views · 1 year ago
211 views · 1 year ago

Without talent for streaming, no matter how long she broadcast, it became difficult to find interesting moments. With no usable scenes, upload intervals grew longer, and with longer intervals, viewership declined...

This vicious cycle continued until all that remained were vicious comments, spam advertisements, and what few viewers remained...
No, just the gaslighting of demons.

That's why she quit streaming.

"Right, who am I to stream... I should just be grateful I can work as an editor..."

The girl sighed, shook off memories of the past, and clicked the Neotube banner to return to the main page.
The Neotube main page showed videos from creators she subscribed to, algorithm-recommended videos, and shorts.

Most of them had red lines underneath.
Not in a bad way—it just meant she had already watched them all.

*I really have watched a lot.*

While videos had tormented and hurt the girl in the past, ironically, videos were also what made her smile.
With a bitter smile, she scrolled down looking for something to watch when a thumbnail caught her eye.

"Hmm... Huh?"

Or rather, it couldn't help but catch her eye.
It was such a shocking thumbnail.

Pizza topped with savory, salty cheese.
Chicken with the perfect spicy kick of pepper and greasy deliciousness.
Ramen with its spicy, refreshing taste—the pinnacle of modern science.

Just hearing about these foods, you can somewhat imagine their taste.
If they had simply been used as separate thumbnails, she would have scrolled past them.

After all, videos about pizza, chicken, and ramen are incredibly abundant if you just search a little.
But...

*What... is this...?*

The moment she saw chicken and pizza dancing on top of boiling ramen broth—all three mixed together—the girl couldn't help but twitch under her eyes.
A chaos that drained the sanity of anyone who looked at the thumbnail.

And it wasn't even just clickbait.
How did she know without watching the video?

[●LIVE][Eat A Lot/De-Ah-Biru with Pichira (3 pizzas, 3 chickens, 3 packs of ramen) Mukbang]

Because this was a live broadcast.
Despite the destructive thumbnail, the girl clicked on it as if entranced.

—Whatisthiswhatisthiswhatisthiswhatisthis
—💩💩💩💩💩💩💩💩
—I'msorryI'llnevercallitmukbangagainpleasestop
—You're actually eating this and saying it's delicious...?
—AUTHENTIC FOOD
—Delicious thing + Delicious thing = More delicious thing
—🤮🤮🤮🤮🤮🤮
—ARGHHHHHH ARGHHHHHH

The first thing that caught her eye was the chat flying by at an incredible speed.
Viewers drawn in by the clickbait were flailing like ants sucked into an antlion pit, unable to process the shocking scene before them.

What the girl never had, the broadcast she dreamed of.
The girl's eyes momentarily filled with jealousy at the chat speed she had never experienced, but they soon clouded over again.

*Right, this person will probably just shine briefly and fade away too.*

Thinking that, she shifted her gaze, and the next thing she saw was the beautiful girl eating the terrible-looking pizza-chicken-ramen...
No, the food abomination, with an unfazed expression.

[Hmm?]

Flawless porcelain skin, golden hair flowing like silk, and eyes that looked like they were carved from pure melted gold.
Up to this point, she could have been considered an eye-catching foreigner, but the horns on her head and fluttering wings indicated she was no ordinary being.

No, she really wasn't an ordinary being.
She was a monster created based on the Light Dragon that once turned Korean society upside down.

Despite being a monster based on the Light Dragon, no one criticized her because of her achievements.
She had rescued citizens from a terrorized courthouse, subdued monsters that appeared at a hospital.

And she even arrested the leader of Harmageddon, a dangerous radical group.
Any one of these achievements would be enough to call her a hero, so who would dare call her a monster?

Of course... when it was first revealed that she carried the Light Dragon's blood, many people rose up in protest, but that was brief. Now, more people praised her as a hero.

"Wait, why is someone like her streaming...?"

That's why it was even more incomprehensible.
Someone who could make a fortune appearing on variety shows or other broadcasts, or working at one of the recently growing Hero Offices, was doing internet broadcasts.

[What's wrong with Pichira? It's so delicious. It's not good to have preconceptions without trying it, everyone.]

—I think having too few preconceptions is also a problem
—Not easy;;
—Demand a special investigation now

[The visuals might be like this, but it's delicious, I'm telling you! Don't say it's not good without trying it. You know, silkworm pupae don't look great either, but they taste good.]

—Silkworm pupae are authentic lol
—For real lol
—Why eat gross pupae seriously
—They're nutty and delicious

She wasn't even overwhelmed by the flood of chat messages but was leading the broadcast with a relaxed smile.
Seeing this, the girl felt even her remaining jealousy disappear.

*She's on another level entirely.*

If the difference had been slight, she might have felt jealous, but with this much difference, she felt nothing.
Background, achievements, talent, looks, wealth. The other woman was superior in every aspect. This kind of difference was literally on another dimension.

Even thinking this, she didn't leave the broadcast.
Because regardless of feeling the gap, the broadcast itself was entertaining.

[But I don't eat silkworm pupae. They don't taste good. And they don't look good either.]

—?
—??
—Not easy...
—The streamer is good at power plays
—For real lol
—?

[I'd rather eat Hawaiian pizza than those.]

—ARGHHHH!
—This is a bit controversial;;
—What's wrong with Hawaiian pizza?
—Get out
—Her wiki page just changed from "Mukbang controversy" to "Food abomination controversy" lol
—That was fast, seriously lol

[Why does everyone hate Hawaiian pizza? They say strong denial is strong affirmation—maybe everyone actually likes Hawaiian pizza?]

—This is really something else
—I wouldn't be surprised if you said you liked mint chocolate too

[Oh, I do like mint chocolate too.]

"Pfft... That's right. A streamer needs this level of shamelessness."

Chuckling as she watched the broadcast, the girl moved her hand to the keyboard to type in chat.
Mint chocolate was one of the few foods the girl really liked.

—Taste expert Yong-Yong-Ie, I agree

She didn't expect it to be read, it was just a chat to add to the atmosphere, but the streamer's eyes caught the girl's message as she was pulling out pizza soaked in ramen broth.

After swallowing what was in her mouth with a gulp—

[Oh, Yong-Yong-Ie is my baby's name. How did you know?]

—?????
—Baby?
—What what what what?
—Huh?

"Uh...?"

She had dropped a bomb even bigger than the food abomination controversy.

Ch.223 - Side Story) Until The Arctic Melts Away
In life, people often make slips of the tongue.
For example, like when a student dozing off in class accidentally calls their teacher "mom" or "dad" after being woken up.

These slips usually happen when you've just woken up, when you're busy, or when you're focused on something else.
Why? Because your mind is elsewhere. Or because you've let your guard down. The ratio is about 7:3, I'd say?

My slip of the tongue happened in a similar context.

The tense situation of my first livestream, chat messages scrolling endlessly at incredible speed, all while I needed to eat food and interact with viewers.

Already overwhelmed trying to juggle everything, donations kept coming in with various questions.

In that chaos, the chat name "Yong-Yong-Ie" caught my eye. I think there was more to the message, but I didn't catch it—just that one word registered.

Yong-Yong-Ie, I should brag about my baby.

The frustration of having to keep quiet about Yong-Yong-Ie all this time, combined with my narrowed focus in that overwhelming moment, shortened my thought process and I blurted it out. What did I blurt out?

"Oh, Yong-Yong-Ie is our baby's name. How did you know?"

It was just a slip of the tongue.
And like all slips of the tongue, the moment it left my mouth, I thought, "Oops," followed by belated regret.

Just as it's impossible to put spilled water back into a cup, it was impossible to take back words that had already left my mouth.

The fact that I had a child traveled through my microphone to the computers of roughly 400 viewers, and from there, flowed into the vast ocean of the internet.

If you ask whether that's a problem, well... it shouldn't be.
What sin could a child who hasn't even seen the light of day have committed for me to make such a fuss?

The problem was how the world would view me and my child.
First, me. Setting aside the fact that I inherited Light Dragon's blood, my appearance at best looks like I should be wearing a school uniform.

When someone who looks as young as I do says they have a child, and even gave birth to one, what do you think the public's reaction would be?
Even if I set myself aside, the way people would look at Hyun, Yong-Yong-Ie's father, wouldn't be entirely kind.

Even if Hyun was okay with it, I wasn't.
I hated the idea of the child I had with the person I love being treated as someone to be pitied or felt sorry for.

*I need to fix this.*

Though my appetite vanished after that momentary slip, I forced myself to keep eating, waiting for the flames to die down.
But the chat, once ignited, didn't weaken—it only grew stronger.

—???
—?????
—lol a married unicorn wtf
—Ah
—Married? Were you married?
—You believe that? lol
—Can someone with that body even give birth?
—Huh??

Whether my slip had spread across the internet in that short time or not, viewers increased in real-time and the flames grew larger.

[Viewers: 1,228]

The viewer count, which had been steadily increasing, had now tripled, even changing the number of digits.
I thought 400 viewers was a lot, but over a thousand...

If at first it was like an overstuffed furnace, now it was practically a forest fire.
Is me having a child that shocking? Or rather, is it something worth getting so worked up about?

Momentarily stunned by the flames that had grown too fierce to know where to begin, I changed my approach.

*If I let it burn until there's nothing left to burn, that should be the end of it, right?*

You know, like that syndrome. Burnout syndrome.
When you burn with passion and live so intensely that you're burned white, and then you don't want to do anything anymore.

"There's a lot of talk about Yong-Yong-Ie. Is it that hard to believe I had a child?"

—Stop lying
—It's not that we don't believe you, it's that someone your size can't give birth lol
—Wouldn't either the mother or child usually die in that case?
—Your horn might break...
—Please stop please stop please stop please stop please stop
—lol even this kid has a unicorn attached to her lol disgusting

"Kid? I'll have you know I'm in my thirties."

So I revealed my age.
Being a live broadcast, the feedback from the chat was immediate.

—AAAAARGH
—That's a chicken coop...
—How can you be in your thirties with that face and that size?
—Cheating with genetics
—Wait, really 30? So you really have a kid?

[1,000 won donation!]
—Are you really thirty?

"Yes, really thirty. What, should I show you my ID?"

I smiled faintly at the donation asking about my age. Good. Topic changed!
I was about to continue the conversation with a bright smile, feeling like my lifeline had been extended, but when do things ever go as planned?

[10,000 won donation!]
—So are you really a mom?

I rubbed my brow at the donation that wasn't just checking if the fire was out, but throwing a heap of dry straw on it.
You might ask why I don't manage these donations? Well, I'd need someone to manage them...

Hyun bought me pizza and went to work, and since this was just a one-day verification stream, I didn't think I needed a manager. Now look at this mess.

"First, let's... ahem. I'll ban inappropriate donations."

—Is this person crazy? Asking that so openly
—FYI the host started this topic
—If you're curious, upvote lol I'll start
—It's fine
—It's fine
—A mom? Who?
—Ugh, ban this attention-seeker
—How is that possible when she's so small?
—The host spoiled that her baby's name is Yong-Yong-Ie lol
—How is that a spoiler?
—There's no way the host has a baby she probably just meant that when she gets married in the future she wants to name her baby Yong-Yong-Ie and the thirty thing is probably a lie too she's probably actually as young as she looks and she probably wanted to say that she wants to get married around thirty and have a baby around then and name it Yong-Yong-Ie anyway I'm right
—Ban this crazy unicorn freak;;
—Why so angry?

"...Hmm."

I quietly banned a viewer whose feedback was too intense to simply call it a good reaction.

I thought my threshold had risen after experiencing various things, but this kind of crazy person was a first and gave me goosebumps.

"Things seem to be getting too heated, so please calm down and listen to me! If this continues, I'm ending the stream!"

Perhaps because the frenzied chat reminded me of someone I dislike, I frowned and shouted loudly, and the chat momentarily quieted down.

—Understood
—Did she just get angry? lol
—lol
—How is this a married woman? How is this a married woman? How is this a married woman? How is this a married woman?
—Her husband should pay ten times the taxes starting today
—She's really small lol

My eye twitched at their attempts to laugh off my anger.
At this point, I should just ban a few people as examples before continuing.

I deliberately pulled the chat window toward the screen and banned several noticeable troublemakers.

"I left things alone since this is just a one-day event stream, but this won't do. From now on, I'll ban anyone who says weird things, so be aware."

—DISASTER
—I'm sorry I'm sorry
—I just joined, what happened?

After banning a few viewers as examples, the chat that had been blazing like sulfur flames instantly died down.
Now I can finally breathe...

"First, yes, I am in my thirties. Second, yes, I am a mother. Third, I'm not that small!"

—Big Yong-Yong
—Gasp
—Yong-Yong is huge
—lol
—How can such a large person be married?
—Great Dragon

"Don't tease me, listen seriously!"

That's what I said, but inside I was thinking:

*Please just let it go as a joke, please just move on like it's nothing...!*

Fortunately, it didn't seem like the earlier controversy would reignite, so I sighed inwardly and assessed the situation.

Well, rather than assessing the situation, I just blocked any mention of it, but anyway, I managed to put out the fire in the blazing chat, so that should be enough, right?

"Sigh..."

Just as I was about to eat my now slightly soggy ramen with a deep sigh.

[100,000 won donation!]
—Show us the baby! If it's really Dragon's baby, it must be super cute. Please show us just once!!

I narrowed my eyes at the donation that came with a notification sound.
Is this another log being thrown to set the chat on fire again?

But fortunately, the recently moderated chat didn't show much reaction, except for a few people who had just joined and didn't know what was going on.

After pausing with my chopsticks and contemplating the donation for a moment, I nodded.

"Alright. But I'll only show once, so keep that in mind, and anyone who says weird or mean things gets banned."

—Waaaah!!!!
—Something big is coming
—Wow lol getting my popcorn ready lol

The chat wasn't scrolling as fast as before, but most seemed expectant, with only positive comments, which made the corners of my mouth twitch.
My baby is pretty cute, after all.

—She's smiling lol
—Is the host smiling?
—Can't resist showing off your child
—For real lol

"Ahem! Wait just a moment."

I got up from my seat, quickly ran to get Yong-Yong-Ie, who was gently rocking on the bed, and held him in my arms.

"Here, this is our baby Yong-Yong-Ie."

As soon as I showed Yong-Yong-Ie on screen, the chat began to freeze, and then...

—?
—??
—Giant egg incoming lol
—How?
—Huh?

It soon became flooded with question marks.
Why are they reacting like this again...

And you, "giant egg" person, you're banned.

Ch.224 - Side Story) Stream Wrap...Up?
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

The chatroom, which had been burning more fiercely than an active volcano at the mention of showing my child, entered an ice age the moment Yong-Yong-Ie appeared.
At first, I thought the chat had crashed because too many messages were coming in at once.

Just moments ago, viewers were clamoring to see Yong-Yong-Ie like obsessed fans at a concert, but they suddenly fell silent like students listening to a principal's lecture. It made sense why I'd think that.

Wait, they begged me to show them, so why are they completely silent now that I did?
Feeling a bit offended, I frowned while stroking Yong-Yong-Ie.

"Look at how they demanded to see you but now they're completely quiet. This is too much."

As I frowned and urged them to respond, one comment finally appeared.

—What's with that lucky ostrich egg?

What? Lucky ostrich egg? Are they comparing our Yong-Yong-Ie, whom I painfully gave birth to and we raised with love, to an ostrich egg?

In that moment, my self-control loosened and my Ignition Organ began to blaze.
A low rumbling sound like a massive engine filled the room.

"Take that back...!!"

After saying that, I placed Yong-Yong-Ie in front of the camera and stepped aside.

"Yong-Yong-Ie! Mama!"

Whether responding to the word "Mama" or to my voice, Yong-Yong-Ie happily wiggled from side to side.
As soon as I saw that, I snatched up the camera and glared at the screen while shouting.

"Our Yong-Yong-Ie is different from ordinary ostrich eggs because he can wiggle like this!! He's much harder and has a smoother shell than any ostrich egg! And you dare call this elegant curved aesthetic a lucky ostrich egg!? Tell me your address, you son of a... you jerk! I'll burn you to ashes!!"

—Please calm down, ma'am;;
—That wiggling is so cute lolol
—How is that an ostrich egg? Ostrich eggs are the unlucky Yong-Yong-Ie
—For real lol
—Yong-Yong-Ie is... not an ostrich egg....

After panting and cooling down for a while, I roughly put the camera back in place, returned to my seat, and hugged Yong-Yong-Ie tightly.
Our sweet Yong-Yong-Ie should only hear nice things. I'm sorry I almost said something bad.

I rubbed my cheek against my adorable Yong-Yong-Ie and collected myself.
I'll try to be an even better mother for you.

—But if an ostrich egg and Yong-Yong-Ie had a head-butting contest, who would win?

"You son of a bitch."

—Gasp
—Duck!
—Your Honor, I didn't say anything

I'm sorry, Yong-Yong-Ie, Mama will be a bad mother just for today.
But first, I'm definitely going to kill the bastard who called my Yong-Yong-Ie an ostrich egg.

After gently stroking Yong-Yong-Ie, I scanned the chat and banned the damn person who made the ostrich egg joke.

—Did you really lay an egg?
—Well, eggs that big don't actually exist in the world
—You must have had a hard time ㅠㅠㅠ
—I can't believe you could lay something that big...
—It's literally a chicken....

"Chicken? It's a Dragon, okay?"

[1,000 won donation]
—Surprisingly, chickens are birds, theropods, a type of dinosaur, so if dragons are dinosaurs, chickens could be considered the same species as dragons

—Unlucky Dragon lolol
—The taste of chicken legs given by the dinosaur gods! I'll never forget it!
—Why is that joke still around
—Manga always says dragon meat is delicious, must be because they're chicken ancestors

"Come on, comparing chickens to Dragons is a bit much. Chickens can't breathe fire."

—If it breathed fire, it would cook itself on the spot lol
—Direct grilled chicken ㄷㄷㄷ
—Self-combustion grilled
—lololololol
—Self-combustion grilled lolol

So this is how the Berserk Dragon felt when disrespected....
I thought it wasn't a big deal, but this actually feels pretty offensive....

With a sullen expression, I finished eating the remaining food.

After all that talking, the pizza and chicken had become soggy, and the noodles had nearly doubled in size, but the taste hadn't changed much, so it was still edible.

Nothing much happened after that.
The conversation went in circles a bit, but somehow we returned to talking about food and the atmosphere became friendly again.

—Chicken wings are fucking delicious, but dragon wings are probably membrane so not tasty
—Talking about wings makes me want chicken
—The fundamental dishes: Pichira and De-Ah-Biru
—Oh come on, stop it

"Like I said earlier, this is actually pretty good. Chicken is best as spicy fried with lots of pepper, and pizza should be thin crust pepperoni."

—At least I'm grateful you're not insisting on Hawaiian pizza with Pichira...
—If you don't think of it as Hawaiian pizza, Pichira seems okay
—Someone's already fallen to the dark side lol

"Wow, everyone really hates Hawaiian pizza, is it that bad?"

—It has no foundation
—Does Pichira have any foundation?
—lololololol

"Pichira is tasty too. Bread, noodles, meat—isn't that the perfect trinity? Though the oil melts and makes the broth a bit rich. Look at all this oil floating here."

—Ugh....
—Kya, mix in a bowl of rice and it's perfect
—Direct attack on your arteries;;
—Taste aside, doctors must love this food since it creates so many cardiovascular patients lol
—For real lol

"Well, I've finished the Pichira too, so I'll be ending the stream soon. This was my first ever livestream, and it was pretty fun."

—Don't go don't go don't go don't go
—You don't look full yet, how about a hamburger eating challenge before you go?

"No, no. It's time for me to incubate Yong-Yong-Ie, so I need to end the stream."

—Waaah I'm baby mama incubate me too
—Teeeng loli Dragon mama waaah I'm cold

I never thought I'd live to see the day when people would make these jokes to a married woman who's had a child....
With a sour expression, I watched the disappearing chat messages and sighed deeply.

Well, it's just a stream, so I can tolerate this much.
Thinking that, I smiled bitterly and shrugged.

"I could incubate you, but my body temperature exceeds 100 degrees when I'm incubating Yong-Yong-Ie. You might die from third-degree burns all over your body."

—Teeeng mama waaah I'm burning to death
—lololololol
—Body temperature of 100 degrees? How does that work?
—If it breathes fire, isn't 100 degrees normal?
—That's true

The stream that started with an eating controversy somehow turned into a weird food controversy, then a mother controversy, and finally back to weird food and monster food controversies, but nothing particularly noteworthy happened after that.

I resolved the eating controversy by showing myself consuming that large amount of food without any issues during the livestream.
As for the weird food controversy... honestly, I can't fully accept it, but we agreed it's somewhere between weird food and gourmet food.

The viewers protested that they never agreed to such a thing, but what could they do about it?
If I say that's how it is, then that's how it is. What can you do about it? When I pushed forward with that attitude, they eventually accepted it.

The mother controversy? I really don't understand why this became an issue, but I just admitted that yes, I am a mother, and moved on.
Once I cleanly admitted it and moved on, they couldn't keep making it controversial.

"Alright then, that's the end of today's stream! Thank you all for watching this long broadcast, and I'll see you next time in a Neotuber video. I'll bring more delicious food next time too."

—Deli...cious?
—What kind of taste buds...
—Teeeng mama... you can't leave us...

I chuckled briefly at the messages trying to keep me from leaving, but just as I was about to move my mouse to end the stream, one comment caught my eye.

—When's your next stream?

"Next stream?"

Well... to be honest, I'm not sure if there will be a next stream.
Actually, I probably won't do another one. The reason I started streaming in the first place was to address the eating controversy.

"I probably won't do another one. The reason I started streaming was to address the controversy."
—Controversy... creating controversy to start streaming...

"No, when did I ever say that? What nonsense. Who would create controversy just to stream?"

—Next time let's address the weird food controversy?
—That's already been settled by confirming your taste is bizarre....
—Hurry up and create another controversy
—For real lol where are those trash journalists when you need them?
—With this level of entertainment and ability to draw attention, it's such a waste not to livestream regularly
—I'll donate a lot....

They must really be disappointed, as nearly 400 viewers were still watching even as the stream was ending.
Looking at the hundreds of viewers who stayed until the end, I scratched my cheek thoughtfully.

*Should I try it...?*

The donations were better than expected too.
If it's just eating what I want and chatting, it wouldn't be that difficult....

*...I should talk to Hyun about it first before deciding.*

"Okay. I'll talk to my Husband first and then post an announcement on the Neotuber board later. Now I'm really ending the stream. Bye~"

Just as I was about to end the stream for real.

"Are you still streaming?"

"Huh?"

—Huh?

Before I could click the end stream button, Choi Hyun entered my room.
With Hyun's face captured on screen at the last moment.

—Huh?

Click. The stream ended.

I said I'd stream if there was controversy, and it looks like I'll actually keep that promise.

Ch.225 - Side Story) Ordinary Daily Life
I turned off the broadcast just as Hyun jumped in, and the controversy that had died down flared up again... Well, not really. Most people already knew about my relationship with Hyun.

Who are "most people"? The reporters, of course.
They know better than anyone who I've been hanging out with and living with all this time.

It started with the press conference in front of the courthouse, then another press conference after we caught Harmageddon, and then the film crew that came to Hyun's office.

After two press conferences and a filming, how could anyone not know about my relationship with Hyun?
Of course, some people might not know, but those who do far outnumber those who don't.

It wasn't just my opinion—that was actually the case.
Instead...

[What the hell is this guy doing?][124]

He's tall
Has a great body
Rich
Talented
Famous
And his wife isn't even a girlfriend but a horned-winged-shark-toothed-144B-cup-legal-loli girl?

Choi Hyun <- What the hell DOESN'T this guy have???

—The difference is so huge I'm not even angry anymore
└Seriously lol
└I feel so inadequate
└Can't even be jealous
—There is one thing he doesn't have
└What?
└His image lol. He ruined it all with this incident
└For real lol everyone's calling him a lolicon
└Huh? There were rumors like that?
└Here...
└Ugh

[Why isn't Choi Hyun in jail?][45]

Anyone can see he's a pedo, why isn't he arrested???? Seriously don't get it

—It's legal
└Why?
└Because her age is legal? She's in her 30s
└But she looks like a child...
└Why?
└She literally verified she's 30 on the broadcast
└Why?
└This guy lol closed his ears completely lol

Hyun became more famous online than in real life.
The controversy was so strong that it even buried my explanation broadcast.

Well, not completely buried—the clip of Hyun coming in at the end of my explanation broadcast was circulating all over the internet.

I chuckled as I looked at the posts about Hyun on a popular community site, then glanced to the side.
Hyun, who was looking at the screen with a sullen expression right beside me, sighed deeply as soon as he felt my gaze.

"You're quite popular."

"I never intended to become famous for something like this."

"What's the big deal? It's all true, isn't it?"

As soon as I teasingly threw out that comment, Hyun gave me a "why are you doing this to me" look. I burst into laughter and snuggled into his arms while petting Yong-Yong-Ie.

Though I said that, I was actually quite concerned about this controversy... or whatever it was.
What was I so concerned about?

[So legal lolis can exist in real life][326]

[Yu Sia coming out of the office.jpg]

She's seriously so small lol
Probably even smaller in person lol
How is this a married woman?

—Isn't this illegal photography???
└It's just a screenshot from the broadcast, so it's fine
└LOL you're so gullible lol

What else would it be but this damn body of mine?
What made me even more upset was that I had been fully grown before meeting the World Tree.

Do they think I enjoy living in this body? And I'm still growing, you know? I'm planning to get much bigger with my next molting!
Do they have any idea how much trouble I had giving birth to Yong-Yong-Ie with this small body!?

I wanted to argue like that, but I knew it would just become one of countless posts floating around the internet, so I decided to just let it go.

Slurp...

I pouted as I browsed the community site a bit longer, then drank some warm tea to calm myself down.
Nothing good would come from looking at this anymore. With that thought, I just turned off the screen.

"When Yong-Yong-Ie hatches, I'm not letting him near these community sites."

From what I've seen firsthand, this would be really bad for a child's mental health.
Since he has wings and can fly anywhere if he wants to, I should take him traveling abroad instead of letting him use the internet.

"That might not be as easy as you think."

"Nothing about parenting is easy. We just do our best."

"I'm worried because you're a Neotuber, so he'll be exposed to it whether he likes it or not."

"That's true, but I can't just quit now. When Yong-Yong-Ie is born, our food expenses will double, so how could I quit?"

"Ah."

I smiled bitterly at Hyun's reaction and hugged Yong-Yong-Ie tightly to my chest.
How much was our food bill this month...? As I was deep in thought, Hyun made a questioning sound and asked:

"But isn't your current eating because you're burning your Ignition Organ? Wouldn't food expenses decrease after Yong-Yong-Ie hatches?"

"Oh, is that so?"

Come to think of it, that was true, but I couldn't just stop YouTube right away.
It wasn't simply about attention or money. The problem was that I didn't know how much Yong-Yong-Ie would eat after hatching.

"But we don't know how much Yong-Yong-Ie will eat. When he hatches, he'll be in his growth phase and eat a ton, so thinking about that, I should continue."

"Does that tiny body even have room for that much food?"

Hearing the doubt in Hyun's voice, I turned to sit sideways and pointed at myself.
Did I have enough space to eat a cow weighing hundreds of kilograms by myself?

Hyun seemed to understand what I meant through my expression and gestures. He had a look of realization before bursting into laughter.

"I guess we'll have to think about food expenses later. Since we don't know how much Yong-Yong-Ie will eat."

"Exactly. So until then, we need to earn as much as possible, right?"

"That's right. So what are you planning for your next video? Strike while the iron is hot."

"Didn't you say last time it wasn't just hot, but a tsunami?"

"That's still water, isn't it? And now's not the time to be debating this."

I nodded as Hyun shrugged his shoulders.
It's definitely not the time to argue. I need to earn enough for several months of food for me and Yong-Yong-Ie.

But I can't just keep doing mukbang videos either.
To reduce food expenses even a little, I should upload other types of videos alongside mukbangs...

So what's the best way to take advantage of this opportunity?

Overshadow controversy with bigger controversy—if I could bring in a bigger wave not just by myself but by using someone else?

"...I have a good idea."

"What are you planning?"

"I've seen other videos where they sometimes invite guests instead of just doing mukbangs. I happen to have some good connections."

"Are you thinking of inviting Noona Ha-Young or Noona Ryu Hwa? That sounds good."

What Hyun suggested was certainly appealing, but those two aren't cards I should play just yet.
Besides, I have one more person I could invite.

Someone closer to me than anyone else, famous enough to overshadow most celebrities, someone I can call anytime...
The person being talked about most on the internet right now.

With a grin, I stood up while hugging Yong-Yong-Ie tightly.

"Are you free tonight?"

"Huh?"

"Didn't you say you'd be getting off work early today? Are you free tonight?"

"I am, but why suddenly tonight? Is there something we need to do?"

Whatever he was thinking, Hyun swallowed dryly and subtly covered himself with the blanket that had only been covering his legs.
Anyone watching would think I was in heat and spent all day licking and sucking.

"Why are you being so evasive? Besides, we haven't had time lately because we've been taking care of Yong-Yong-Ie. Or what, do you really want to do it today? Should I cancel today's broadcast?"

As I glared at him with a blank expression, Hyun cleared his throat and avoided my gaze.
It's definitely not that his love has cooled off. I occasionally catch him staring at me intently.

"No... It's absolutely not that I dislike or avoid doing it with you."

"I know that too. Who's the one who gets so excited that he keeps going until his hips get sore?"

I waited with an expression that said "go ahead, tell me," and Hyun scratched his head before answering.

"I'm worried it might be hard on you."

"...On me?"

It is a bit difficult to accommodate Hyun's size, but I don't dislike it...

"I don't mean that. I'm talking about when you gave birth to Yong-Yong-Ie. You were in so much pain then. When I think about that, I feel like I should hold back..."

I was happier than expected to know he was thinking of me, even putting aside his own desires.
For a moment, I was so overwhelmed that I considered actually going through with it tonight, but I held back and shook my head with a smile.

"Don't worry. That's not why I asked if you're free tonight."

"Oh, then you asked because you want me to film a video with you?"

"That's right. You should know that you'll be a regular guest from now on."

"Regular guest? What are you planning?"

With a smug laugh, I made a V-sign with my index and middle fingers.

"Hero and Monster Couple Vlog."

"Oh."

"Sounds good, right? This way we can upload videos that aren't just mukbangs, and when Yong-Yong-Ie hatches, we can show him 'This is what Mom and Dad were like back then~'"

"A vlog would definitely be easier to edit. Like you said, we just need to film our daily lives and upload it. And we could also upload it as a kind of parenting diary for Yong-Yong-Ie."

Hyun and I excitedly discussed what we could do, how we could do it.
We talked so enthusiastically that we lost track of time, and as a result...

[Noona]

"Ah, I'm late. I have a meeting today..."

"Hmm."

Hyun got scolded badly by his sister.
...Not my fault, I think.

Ch.226 - Side Story) Good News
The first vlog I filmed the day I brought up the idea to Hyun received a much hotter response than I had imagined.
I thought it wouldn't get much attention since it wasn't a mukbang video, but I was completely wrong.

The view count surpassed 100,000 in just a week after uploading.
For a rookie Neotuber who had just reached 10,000 subscribers, this was an incredible achievement that left me shocked.

Of course, with the massive influx of viewers, the comment section was filled with various opinions.

—This video really has that old-school vibe lol
└That's what makes it good haha
└It feels so raw and authentic lol
└I like how it feels like a genuine daily vlog
—The lack of editing makes it a bit hard to watch
└It feels like clips just cut and pasted together, not great...

"Hmm... I guess that's one way to look at it."

While being an S-Class Hero meant that there were hardly any malicious comments thanks to the existence of inhibitors, many people did point out that the video and editing style seemed outdated.

I had thought I could just edit it similarly to how I edited my mukbang videos, but looking at the video again after reading those comments, it definitely had an old-fashioned feel to it. To be specific, it was closer to the style of old UCC videos.

"It really isn't that great."

Feeling the need to study video production and editing, I began investing more seriously in my Neotube channel.
Not financially, of course, but with my time.

I studied video production in detail—lighting, camera angles, sound—through textbooks purchased from online bookstores and educational content on Neotube, and learned how to use editing software.

To be honest, I think I studied harder than I ever did in school.

*I need to make a living somehow.*

As they say, necessity is the mother of invention.
Anyway, after studying hard, editing diligently, and consistently uploading videos...

[337,000 subscribers]

I managed to surpass 300,000 subscribers in just four months.

Well, while my efforts played a part, I couldn't claim it was all due to my hard work alone.
It would have been impossible without the ultimate cheat codes that were Hyun, Ha-Young unnie, and Ryu Hwa.

Honestly, who could resist a YouTube channel featuring two former S-Class Heroes and an A-Class Hero as guests?
Not to mention that I, the channel owner, am a Kaiju who inherited the blood of the infamous Light Dragon.

A daily vlog of a (current) Kaiju and a (former) Hero with (former) Heroes appearing as guests, plus mukbang videos by a (current) Kaiju?
Unless someone was completely unaware of the channel's existence, it was bound to attract attention.

[What's a weekend like for the former #1 S-Class Hero? Hero-Kaiju Couple Vlog]
713,000 views · 4 days ago

[Restaurants recommended by the former Hero Association Director—what did Heroes eat back then?]
2.13 million views · 1 week ago

And these incredible view counts were the result.

Smiling contentedly at this masterpiece created through my efforts, connections, and attention-grabbing content, I finished the outro for tomorrow's video and stretched.

"Ughhhh! Phew... The editing for tomorrow's video is done~"

I already had the video after that prepared too, but the issue was what to upload after that...
I'd invited Ha-Young unnie as a guest just a week ago, so it felt a bit much to invite another guest so soon...

"Oh, right. I need to save what I edited. I almost forgot."

With a start, I quickly pressed Ctrl+S for a quick save, then rendered the video and saved it in the folder for upcoming videos with the date marked.

Ever since I almost accidentally uploaded the same video twice when things got hectic and videos got backed up, I've been saving them separately with dates noted.

As for the quick save... well, everyone knows about that incident.
The travel video... thinking about how 17 hours of editing was completely lost due to an error...

"Ugh..."

Just imagining it gave me goosebumps. I shuddered and got up from my seat, heading straight to my room.
The editing was done, the housework was finished. Today's video was uploaded too!

"Yong-Yong-Ie~ Mommy's here~!"

Now I can spend the whole day with Yong-Yong!

Entering the room with a happy smile, I saw Yong-Yong, who had been lying peacefully on the bed, wobbling like a roly-poly toy before standing up straight.

Without anyone's help, all by itself!
And this was a skill I hadn't even shown to Hyun yet.

In other words, it's a privilege only I, who stays home all day, get to see!

"Kyaaaa! Our Yong-Yong! You can stand up by yourself now!"

I hugged Yong-Yong tightly and kissed it repeatedly, beaming with joy.
Yong-Yong seemed to feel it too, wiggling around in my arms.

It moved four months ago too, but Yong-Yong's movements now were a bit more intense than back then.
It must be restless after being curled up inside the egg for so long.

Thump!

"Oof...!"

No, scratch that. Not a bit more intense—a lot more intense.
I stroked Yong-Yong with a wry smile as I recovered from the impact to my solar plexus.

"Our Yong-Yong should definitely take after your daddy, not mommy, okay?"

Even though it's only a Quarter, if Yong-Yong with dragon blood takes after my chatty personality... I don't think even I could handle that...
I silently swallowed the words I almost blurted out and embraced Yong-Yong.

As I hummed a tune while holding Yong-Yong as usual, the egg slowly began to warm up.
This meant Yong-Yong was activating its Ignition Organ inside the egg.

This was Yong-Yong's special skill that it had been able to do for about a week now, and its technical name was "warming up"!
Of course, for me it's just warm, but for normal people, it would be hot.

How hot? About the temperature of a car hood left in the summer sun—hot enough that you could get burned if you placed your hand on it without thinking.

The other day, Hyun flinched when he absentmindedly stroked it, so it's definitely hot enough to burn a normal person.

"Our Yong-Yong won't have to worry about bad things happening to you."

As I chuckled and hugged the warm Yong-Yong tightly, I heard a familiar voice after a long time.

[Once the Ignition Organ is complete, hatching usually occurs within a few weeks. In this state, it won't be long before it hatches.]

"What? It's only been four months! It's going to hatch and be born already?"

[That might seem early by human standards. But by dragon standards, it's exactly the right amount of time. As I said earlier, dragons hatch after their Ignition Organ is fully formed.]

Considering that eggs of other oviparous creatures typically hatch in about two weeks, five months did seem quite long.

Of course, that's by bird standards, and according to books, dinosaur eggs, which are closer to dragons, usually take about 100 days to hatch.
From that perspective, four months and two weeks is 135 days—well past 100 days, more than enough time for hatching.

"Still... isn't five months too short? In comics and such, dragon eggs take hundreds of years to hatch. Isn't this too early?"

Even though he told me not to think by human standards, it's barely going to be five months.
No matter how you look at it, isn't this too early?

Since Light Dragon assured me it would be fine, there probably wouldn't be any problems, but I still felt a bit anxious.
Perhaps sensing my concern, Light Dragon sighed softly before answering.

[That's the story of pureblooded dragons. And even pureblooded dragon eggs take at most 10 years to hatch. For a Quarter like this one, a much shorter time is needed. The growth is faster, so birth comes sooner too. Don't worry too much.]

Blinking at his unexpectedly kind and gentle response, I smiled and hugged Yong-Yong.

"You've gotten much softer. In the past, you would have immediately called me stupid or something."

[Unnecessary talk.] Light Dragon said and immediately cut the connection.
I knew for sure because I felt a tingling sensation between my horns.

"Acting shy now."

In the past, true to his name, he would have complained about my nasty temper, but now I knew that such reactions were simply because he didn't know how to express his emotions well, so I could let it slide.

"Hatching soon..."

I gently stroked Yong-Yong, mulling over Light Dragon's final words.
I wonder what Yong-Yong will look like when it's born.

For personality, I hope it takes after Hyun more than me... no, that wouldn't be good either, as it might become too self-sacrificing.
If it takes after me, it might worry too much and overthink things...

*I hope it takes after both of us equally.*

Moderately righteous, moderately concerned, moderately confident, moderately thoughtful.
Not leaning too far in either direction, but having enough backbone to walk its own path.

*Actually, I hope it takes after Hyun a lot in that regard.*

How did I end up thinking about this?
Well, it doesn't matter.

"Just grow up healthy, just be healthy... my baby, don't get sick..."

Lost in these thoughts, I smiled and nuzzled my cheek against Yong-Yong.
The warm sensation felt good.

Ch.227 - Side Story) Hatching
Yong-Yong-Ie's delivery... no, hatching day is D-@ days away!
Actually, I don't know the exact date since Light Dragon didn't tell me.

He just said it would hatch soon, so I'm thinking it'll be within ten days at most.
What worries me a bit is whether "soon" by Light Dragon's standards means human time or dragon time.

Considering that even purebred dragon eggs take at most 10 years, it really might be soon...
Well, as a mother, I don't mind whether it hatches early or a little late.

*As long as it's born healthy without any problems, that's enough for me...*

Yeah, why does it matter when it hatches?
What's important is that it hatches safely and healthily.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

"Light Dragon told me Yong-Yong-Ie will hatch soon. I was just wondering whether he meant soon by human standards or dragon standards."

"Yong-Yong-Ie is hatching soon!? When!?"

At the news that Yong-Yong-Ie would soon hatch, Choi Hyun shouted with more excitement than ever.
He was so excited that his eyes were literally sparkling, which was almost overwhelming.

"Well... I don't know exactly when it'll hatch. Light Dragon said hatching times vary from dragon to dragon."

"Who cares about that! As long as it hatches healthy, that's all that matters!"

Just like the childhood friend he is, he said exactly what I was thinking, word for word. I smiled and nodded.

As Choi Hyun said, the only important thing was that Yong-Yong-Ie hatches healthy.
Nothing else mattered.

"We should start preparing from now, right?"

"Of course. But what exactly should we prepare?"

"Well..."

I was about to answer Choi Hyun's question naturally, but I realized I didn't have a good answer either, so I quietly lowered my hand and closed my mouth.

I've experienced childbirth before, but this is my first time experiencing a hatching.

We don't even know when Yong-Yong-Ie will hatch, so we can't look up what we'll need after it hatches...

"Let's just prepare everything we think might be necessary. That seems like the best approach."

"Let's do that. We don't know exactly when it'll hatch anyway."

After that, we started gathering items that might be needed when Yong-Yong-Ie hatches.

"It says we need to maintain the right temperature and humidity. Should we buy a humidifier and infrared lamp?"

"A humidifier is fine since we can use it too, but an infrared lamp? Is that necessary?"

"We can't hold Yong-Yong-Ie all day. Don't we need something to maintain its body temperature?"

"I guess so? Then let's get one of those too."

Like a magpie collecting shiny objects, we were about to buy everything that seemed necessary without hesitation—

[Restrain yourselves. Fools.]

"Eek!?"

But thanks to Light Dragon's shocking intervention, our shopping spree ended as just a brief episode.

"Ugh..."

I almost wasted money buying everything in sight...
Coming to my senses, I removed everything except the absolutely necessary items from my cart.

Seeing me do this, Choi Hyun also seemed to come to his senses, scratching his head as he started canceling items he'd already ordered.
I have to admit, his decisiveness is impressive. That's why he's a Hero.

"I think we got a bit too excited earlier."

Having gone through the trouble of ordering only to cancel, Choi Hyun scratched his head with an embarrassed expression.
I just smiled awkwardly, since if it weren't for Light Dragon, I would have been doing exactly the same thing.

"How could we stay calm when Yong-Yong-Ie is coming into the world? It's fine as long as we've come to our senses now, right?"

"That's true. Phew... Let's research properly and only pick what Yong-Yong-Ie really needs."

I didn't need to say anything since his expression showed he was talking to himself rather than to me.
Ah, right. There was someone we could ask for advice. I'd forgotten.

"Should we ask Light Dragon? About what Yong-Yong-Ie needs when hatching?"

"That's a good idea. He's the one... well, the dragon who would know best about this."

Excited by Choi Hyun's idea, I immediately asked Light Dragon, but his answer was:

[A safe nest and the mother are all that's needed. What more could you possibly need?]

As expected, dragons are dragons—their thinking is completely different from ordinary humans.
And with that question, I confirmed that Light Dragon wouldn't be much help in this matter.

I'd be better off trusting the collective wisdom of the internet.

"What did Light Dragon say?"

"...Not very helpful information. He said all we need is a safe space and the mother."

"Ah."

Choi Hyun seemed to have the same thought as me, as he silently started searching the internet for information.
Meanwhile, I posted in my now sizeable Neotuber community to tap into the collective wisdom.

Honestly, I didn't expect much since internet information can be unreliable and there are more non-experts than experts, but when a huge amount of information came in, I was able to get some pretty good advice.

Of course, since we're talking about an egg hatching rather than childbirth, there wasn't much definitive information, but it was still somewhat helpful.

The help came from poultry farmers and animal caretakers, which was a bit... well, something, but anyway.
And among that information was something that helped me understand Light Dragon's advice.

"Oh, look at this. It says babies born from eggs have something called an Imprinting Effect where they recognize the first object they see as their mother."

"Oh... so that's why Light Dragon said just the mother needs to be there."

"But Yong-Yong-Ie already responds to our voices. Doesn't it already know who its mom and dad are?"

"If that were the case, wouldn't Light Dragon have told us?"

I closed my mouth, unable to argue with that logic.
After researching everything, here's what we ended up with:

"Sterile water, eye ointment, sterile gauze, disinfectant alcohol... Even including what we already have at home, it's less than ten items. We really cut it down."

"If it weren't for Light Dragon, this list would have been three lines longer."

"Hahaha..."

I should thank Light Dragon separately later.

"When will the order arrive?"

"It's in a rocket delivery zone, so it should arrive early tomorrow morning."

"I see. Well, I should post a notice on Neotube that my video uploads will be delayed for a while."

"Then I'll let my Noonas know that I need to adjust my work hours."

Just as we finished preparing for Yong-Yong-Ie's hatching and got up to prepare for what comes next—

Crack—

That unmistakable sound hit the eardrums of Choi Hyun and me as we were about to leave the room.
Without hesitation, we both whirled around.

Yong-Yong-Ie's egg, which had been standing upright as usual, now had a large crack that hadn't been there before.
With each shake of the egg, the crack grew larger.

This wasn't a warning sign. Yong-Yong-Ie was trying to hatch right now.
But we weren't ready yet...

"Yu Sia."

A light tap on my shoulder brought me back to my senses, and I turned to look beside me.
Choi Hyun was smiling at me with his usual expression.

"It'll be okay."

Despite his reassuring words, his face was pale, showing he wasn't doing so well either.
He must have been just as nervous as me but was pretending to be fine for my sake.

Both touched and reassured by Choi Hyun's presence, I smiled and nodded.

"Yeah, it'll be fine."

With the father being so dependable, the mother couldn't be falling apart.
I immediately approached Yong-Yong-Ie's egg.

I shouldn't make a fuss. Yong-Yong-Ie needs to break out of the egg by itself.
Without anyone's advice, I instinctively understood this and quietly watched as Yong-Yong-Ie tried to break out of its shell.

I just watched silently, with earnest hope in my heart.

Crack, crack...

The crack in the egg slowly and very gradually widened.

And when the crack became wide enough to fit a finger, I made eye contact with bright blonde hair and shining brown eyes peeking through the gap.

"Ah..."

After making eye contact with me, Yong-Yong-Ie squeezed its eyes shut and started making a "nnngh" sound.
Soon after, the egg shook violently, and with a loud crack, the egg split in half, revealing Yong-Yong-Ie.

My first impression was that it was bigger than I expected.
More like a 2-year-old child than a newborn.

"Yong-Yong-Ie...?"

At my voice, Yong-Yong-Ie lifted its head, looked at me, and tilted its head curiously.
A piece of eggshell that had been caught on its small horns, about two finger joints in length, slid off to the side.

Snow-white skin and bright blonde hair like mine, small horns on its head, a nose and lips like Choi Hyun's, and brown eyes.
No one would doubt it—this was definitely our child, mine and Choi Hyun's.

"Peep!"

Yong-Yong-Ie greeted the world with a bright smile.
Fighting back tears that threatened to burst forth, I gently embraced Yong-Yong-Ie, and Choi Hyun quietly approached to hug both of us.

Yong-Yong-Ie, finding something incredibly joyful, didn't cry but just peeped happily with a bright expression.
It was summer.

Ch.228 - Side Story) Warm Spring
On a warm spring day, I smiled as I felt the high body temperature against my side the moment I opened my eyes in bed. Turning my head, I saw Yong-Yong-Ie—no, Seo-Ah's face filling my vision.

*It wasn't the spring sunshine that was warm, but our daughter.*

Well, she is our family's spring and sunshine, so calling her spring sunshine isn't wrong either.
With a contented smile, I carefully removed the strand of hair that had gotten into Seo-Ah's mouth.

"Mmm..."

"Hehe... so cute."

She was sleeping so soundly, mouth open and even drooling a little, that I wanted to hug her tight.
And that wasn't all—those cheeks like steamed buns looked so soft that I wanted to bite them gently with my lips.

*I must resist... I shouldn't wake our daughter.*

Suppressing my urge to bite and nibble, I carefully got up from the bed so as not to wake Seo-Ah.

As I was halfway up, I caught sight of Hyun sleeping on the other side of Seo-Ah. I smiled warmly at the sight of Hyun knocked out in exactly the same position with exactly the same face as Seo-Ah.

"Hehehe... like father, like daughter—their sleeping faces and positions are identical."

Being careful not to wake them, I got out of bed and took a photo of the two with my phone.
I'll have to show it to Hyun when he wakes up.

With that thought, I left the room and stretched, greeting the morning a bit earlier than most people.
The clock showed 5:30 AM. Before Seo-Ah was born, I would have been sound asleep at this hour.

*Now that I'm a mother, I need to do well.*

Since Seo-Ah hatched from her egg, my maternal instincts seemed to have exploded. My desire to be a good mother to her meant that waking up at this hour had become a habit.

It was tiring and difficult at first, but who am I? I'm half-dragon, after all. I adapted quickly.

[Hmph, you're talking big for someone who used to beg me to wake you up in the morning because you couldn't get up on your own.]

"Ugh. Why bring up something from over five years ago now?"

[It's quite amusing to hear you talk as if you did it all by yourself when you were groaning and suffering for the first year.]

With nothing to say in response, I pouted and went to the bathroom. After washing my face with cold water to drive away the sleepiness, I headed straight to the kitchen.

There was only about an hour left before Hyun would wake up, so it was time to start preparing.

Well, "preparing" just meant making breakfast for Seo-Ah and Hyun, and packing lunch for work, but still.

...Though I say it like that, getting up early in the morning to make baby food, prepare breakfast, and pack lunch is quite a burden.

Each task alone requires time and dedication, and having to do all three would be hard for anyone.
If it weren't for Seo-Ah and Hyun, I would have given up long ago.

I mean it.

*What am I thinking?*

Shaking my head, I focused on cooking. You always need to concentrate when handling fire.
Especially with this morning's menu being fried rice, which lives and dies by heat control, I needed to be particularly careful. No room for unnecessary thoughts.

After quickly preparing the ingredients, I poured a little oil into the wok and lightly stir-fried them.
I poured in the beaten eggs, and as soon as the bottom was slightly cooked, I added the rice and stir-fried them together.

I didn't forget to add a bit of MSG and oyster sauce for umami, then stir-fried over high heat.
Of course, a home gas range doesn't produce the same heat as a Chinese restaurant kitchen...

Grrrr...

"Phew..."

I compensated for the insufficient heat with my Breath.
This is exactly what I meant by careful heat control.

One wrong move and it wouldn't be fried rice but a fried house.

*I used to burn a lot of ingredients doing this back in the day...*

And burning ingredients would have been the least of my worries. When I couldn't control the heat at all, I nearly melted the wok or set the house on fire.

Our Seo-Ah is now 5 years old, old enough for kindergarten... so that was already 10 years ago.

It feels like just yesterday that I became this body and opened my eyes in the hospital, but now it's old enough to be called a memory.

With a faint smile, I stopped my Breath and exhaled the residual heat from my ignition organ with a sigh.
The rice portion was a bit large, but considering what Seo-Ah and I would eat, it was actually slightly small.

"I'll need to make more side dishes."

Meat dishes that Hyun and Seo-Ah like, vegetable dishes for health, and soup...
I was so busy preparing everything that before I knew it, an hour had passed.

I didn't realize this by looking at the clock, but thanks to Hyun who woke up right on time.

"Yaaawn..."

"You're up?"

"Yeah... You're working hard from early morning..."

With his hair all disheveled from what must have been a good sleep, Hyun came toward me with a languid yawn.
Knowing exactly what he was going to do, I smiled and opened my arms, and Hyun hugged me tight.

"Seo-Ah's still sleeping, I see."

"Babies always sleep a lot. Yaaawn, what's for breakfast today?"

"Fried rice, stir-fried pork, sautéed deodeok, and..."

As I listed everything, even I thought the number of dishes might be a bit much.
More than 12 side dishes, not counting rice and soup. That's more than a royal meal.

"So many dishes again today."

"Well, Seo-Ah and I eat a lot."

"Usually it's the dad who eats a lot, but our house is the opposite."

"I'll take care of what's left. Go lie down with Seo-Ah a bit longer."

There wasn't much left to do, but still, it's nice to have help.
That's what I was thinking, but feeling a bit miffed, I said playfully with a smile:

"I've done everything already. Are you planning to just add the final spoon?"

"Haha, you caught me."

With a weak laugh, Hyun went to the bathroom for a quick face wash, then put on an apron and came into the kitchen.
I smiled and kissed him on the cheek before going to the bedroom and lying down next to Seo-Ah.

"Mmm... Mommy..."

"Yes, it's Mommy."

As soon as I lay down, Seo-Ah somehow sensed it and snuggled into my arms.
Her horns pressed against my chin, but it wasn't even ticklish, so I smiled and hugged her back.

I wanted to just fall asleep with Seo-Ah like this, but kindergarten drop-off was at 8 AM, so I couldn't risk falling asleep by accident.
Of course, Hyun would wake me up if I did, but it would be a bit embarrassing to fall back asleep after making the effort to get up. It's not even the weekend.

As usual, I stroked Seo-Ah's back while humming a tune.
Now a full 5 years old, turning 6, she still had that high body temperature unique to young children, making her very warm.

As I felt Seo-Ah's warmth with my eyes closed, I felt something pressing firmly against my chin.
I opened my eyes and looked down, avoiding the horn poking my chin, to find Seo-Ah already awake, greeting me with a bright smile.

"Hi, Mommy!"

"Didn't Mommy say not to poke people with your horns? And you should speak politely to Mommy, you little rascal!"

"Kyahaha! I'm, I'm sowwy!"

As I tickled her sides, Seo-Ah laughed hysterically and flailed about.
While laughing with Seo-Ah, I saw Hyun opening the door and got up from the bed.

"Alright, my daughter. It's time to get up now. We need to eat breakfast and go to kindergarten."

"Food!"

Usually kids are more excited about going to kindergarten, but our daughter is more excited about food than kindergarten...
I'm not sure if I should be happy about her healthy appetite or worried...

Oblivious to my concerns, Seo-Ah shouted "Food!" and jumped up, about to dash out.
Of course, as soon as she saw Hyun, she forgot all about breakfast and clung to his legs with a bright smile.

Look at that expression—he's absolutely delighted that his daughter hugged him.
...I'd probably be the same way. Our daughter is just too cute.

"Hi, Daddy! Good... morning!"

"Hahaha, in the morning, you say 'Did you sleep well?'"

"Did you shleep well!"

Her pronunciation was a bit slurred since she just woke up, but she seemed satisfied and looked up at Hyun with a proud "hmph."
Hyun looked at her with a warm smile and gently patted her head.

"Yes, did our Seo-Ah sleep well too?"

"Yes!"

"Then shall we wash up and go eat breakfast?"

Seo-Ah nodded vigorously at Hyun's words and went to the bathroom with him.
Meanwhile, I stretched and went to the kitchen to prepare Hyun's lunch box.

It's not anything special—I just put some of the breakfast food and side dishes in a separate container.
By the time I was almost done preparing the lunch box, Hyun and Seo-Ah returned from washing up.

"Mommy~! Food please!"

"Yes, yes. Sit down and wait~"

I served rice in order: Hyun, me, and then Seo-Ah.

"Who remembers what Mommy said to do before eating?"

"Thank you for the meal!"

"Well done, now let's eat!"

The food I had prepared since early morning was gone in no time after we started eating.

The thought of having to prepare the same for dinner tonight and breakfast tomorrow crossed my mind, but seeing Seo-Ah smiling happily and saying she was full made those thoughts disappear.

*Well, as long as they enjoy the food, that's what matters.*

I got up from my seat with a contented smile.

"Seo-Ah, shall we get ready for kindergarten with Mommy?"

"Yes~"

"I'll clean up here."

"Thanks, honey."

I gave Hyun a quick kiss on the cheek for offering to clean up, then took Seo-Ah to get ready.

Changing her into a blue dress that matched her bright blonde hair, brushing her hair, and packing the supplies the kindergarten had asked for completed the preparations.

After finishing Seo-Ah's preparations and coming out, I found Hyun waiting at the front door, having already finished the dishes and gotten ready for work in that short time.

"Daddy~!"

"Oh my, our daughter looks so pretty!"

At the compliment, Seo-Ah smiled brightly and hugged Hyun tightly. Hyun's face turned pale from the pain of being poked by Seo-Ah's horns, but he tried not to show it as he patted her head.

I smiled at Hyun and hugged both him and Seo-Ah, wrapping them with my wings.
After embracing my child with her warm spring-like temperature and my dependable husband for a while, I let them go.

"Have fun at kindergarten, Seo-Ah."

"Yes! I'll be back!"

It was the start of another peaceful day.
Tomorrow and the days after would continue with this same daily routine.

"I'll be going then."

"Take care. Love you."

Smooch, smooch—I kissed both of them on the cheek and waved lightly.
It was just another spring day.

Ch.BONUS - New Series Launch!!
Hello, this is the author!! It's been a while!!

How have you all been doing?

First, I'd like to apologize to everyone who came expecting a side story....

I've started a new series!!

The title is "The Demon King's Mama is a Witch!"

Yes! This time it's also TS and yuri!!
I came here hoping those who are interested would come check it out!!

To roughly summarize the story, it's about a protagonist who gets possessed by a character they created and meets the final boss, the Demon Lord (lol), and the story that unfolds from there!!

Since the protagonist is a witch, she's not exactly a purely good character, so I think you won't feel frustrated while reading!

If I had to compare, it's similar to the Berserk Dragon Mama vibe?
The difference is that she'll do anything to achieve her goals!

I'll work hard on this one too!! Thank you!!
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